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Abstract
A massive transition of land ownership is currently underway in the U.S. as an increasing
proportion of farmers near retirement age with no successor in place. The question of who will
replace them has come to the fore as policy makers and food justice activists alike contemplate a
shift to a more equitable and ecologically sustainable food system. Embracing a “beginning
farmer theory of change,” some scholars have called for an increase in the number of firstgeneration farmers to account for the labor- and knowledge-intensive methods required for
agroecological production. Others have brought attention to the historical and ongoing racial,
ethnic, and colonial violence that precludes beginning farmers of color from accessing land and
capital. But questions of beginning farmers are also inherently questions of political economy
and to-date, no research has attempted to understand the extent to which class and inherited
wealth might impact land access among beginning farmers. As a result, most available literature
on beginning farmers misses the significance of class as a driver of agrarian change. Through
the use of semi-structured interviews with 20 first-generation farmers in the Hudson Valley
region, the following research considers how access to financial and symbolic capital underwrite
the successful launch of new sustainable farm enterprises and privilege some beginning farmers
to engage in self-exploitation. Furthermore, this research implicates impact investment firms in
search of reservoirs for overaccumulated capital, raising questions about farmland assetization in
buoying the beginning farmers movement. Anchored within conversations around the agrarian
question, these findings illuminate new areas of inquiry for understanding how capital is seizing
hold of agriculture.
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INTRODUCTION
You can’t get rich farming

You can’t get rich farming. Of all the platitudes well-deserving of my ire, this is the one I
most despise. It echoed around the tiny cab of my black Ford Ranger during the 45 minute
commute across what had come to feel like a rural hellscape. Thousands of acres of corn
flickered in the headlights as I sped past towns with forgotten names, their crumbling barns and
rusting machinery disintegrating into unruly hedgerows. Sometimes on that drive I’d call my
mom, just so I wouldn’t fall asleep at the wheel. I pictured her on the other end of the line,
waking up to the phone ringing at 1:36 am and shuffling downstairs for a few minutes of groggy
chit-chat until I lost cell service and disappeared on the other end of the line. During my stint as a
bartender I hit and killed one deer, one raccoon, and two cats on that commute.
You can’t get rich farming, but it turns out you can’t get rich bartending either. The tip
money does help, though, in case you need to pay your electric bill or buy some fencing supplies.
In the mornings after a bar shift, I’d drag myself out to the rented pasture, shot through with
sedges and springs, five gallon buckets of water sloshing against my knees as the dew-covered
grass scrubbed my muck boots clean. Feed the chickens, move them to fresh grass, pack twelve
hours’ worth of snacks, toilet paper, coffee, grape-flavored chewing tobacco, and hand-rolled
cigarettes, and then it was off to another job at another farm, 45 minutes in the opposite
direction. It felt like all I ever did was drive. I drove tractors around in circles for hours and
hours, dragging huge plows and discs across gravelly soil, the dust and sounds of metal on stone
seeping into the rickety cab like sunlight.
You can’t get rich farming, but back in 2008, when I had just graduated with a bachelor’s
degree in photography and journalism, you couldn’t get rich doing much of anything. The U.S.
1

was in the early stages of the Great Recession, and the media industry had just collapsed. Smaller
newspapers were downsizing, going digital, or getting bought out by large corporations (Grieco
2020). Reports were floating back from New York City and Los Angeles that my former
classmates had taken jobs waiting tables. In this light, agriculture perhaps seemed just as good a
career as any for a generation of downwardly mobile millennials. Besides, I was raised in a
working class family. My parents did mostly low-wage work in housekeeping and food service.
We didn’t have much, but it was always “enough,” as they say. While I was never interested in
“getting rich” as a farmer, I did imagine I’d be able to get by. That’s probably why I took it so
hard, years later, when I realized that I’d never have enough money to buy land.

***

In the early 2000s the farm to table movement was growing everywhere as famous chefs
like Alice Waters sung the praises of eating local, and renowned journalist Michael Pollan
argued in favor of sustainably-raised meat. My town, Ithaca, New York, was awash in a foodie
fever. Already a stronghold for vegetarians and other eco-conscious food consumers, new farmto-table restaurants, markets, and CSA farms were popping up all around me. Even the burrito
joint I worked at as a line cook served locally grown pinto beans. The Ithaca Farmers Market had
ballooned in size, becoming a popular tourist attraction. All this fanfare created new marketing
opportunities for entrepreneurial young farmers such as myself. The energy of this “movement”
was exhilarating, and I became swept up by the dream of stewardship, self-sufficiency, and
community service – what rural sociologist Tom Lyson termed “civic agriculture” (Lyson 2004).
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Alongside these exciting developments came a slew of beginning farmer training
programs. In Ithaca, the Groundswell Center for Local Food and Farming was a focal point of
the effort. Groundswell’s flagship course attracted dozens of first generation farmers with little to
no previous experience in agriculture, including me. There was a surfeit of workshops to choose
from, hosted by the Collaborative Regional Alliance for Farmer Training (CRAFT), and the
NOFA-NY annual winter conference became a beacon for young farmers and the highlight of
our social lives. Farm internships on more established operations were filled up to a year in
advance as young people sought training in organic pest management, diversified livestock
production, and animal traction farming.
At the national level, organizations like The National Young Farmers Coalition (NYFC)
emerged to fill a policy advocacy role, citing student debt and land access as major barriers to
beginning farmer success. Their platform positions focused on making land more affordable
through conservation programs and improving access to credit and capital. Farmer and NYFC
founder Lindsay Lusher-Schute is quoted in The New York Times, saying, “Everyone wants
young farmers to succeed — we all know that. But no one was addressing this big elephant in the
room, which was capital and land access” (Raftery 2011b).
Another organization, The Greenhorns, offered educational opportunities and
infrastructure within which first-generation farmers could explore and acquaint themselves with
the skills and knowledge of rural life. Their mission: “To promote, recruit, and support young
farmers” (https://greenhorns.org/). In an interview with Grist magazine, Hudson Valley farmer
and Greenhorns founder Severine von Tscharner Fleming also acknowledges the land access
issue. She offers the following advice to beginning farmers looking for land: “Manufacture some
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magic!... It’s of course a lot easier if you have cousins or uncles who own some land, and it’s
also a lot easier if you are friendly, responsible, hardworking, and lucky!” (Hoffner 2010).
The increase in demand for local and sustainably produced food happened to correspond
with another opportunity for food systems change: The United States Department of
Agriculture’s Economic Research Service (USDA ERS) anticipated that 10 percent of all farm
land in the U.S. was to transfer ownership between 2015-19 (USDA ERS 2014), a trend which is
expected to continue as an increasing number of farmers near retirement age (Carlisle, De Wit, et
al. 2019). Policy makers invoked time-tested tropes about family farms and national security
(Lehrer 2018), bemoaning the plight of the aging American farmer. USDA Secretary Tom
Vilsack, during a 2010 Senate Agricultural Committee hearing, suggested adding 100,000 new
farmers and called for a focus on beginning farmers in the 2012 Farm Bill (NSAC 2010). In an
article in The New York Times from 2015, U.S. Representative Joe Courtney (D-CT) calls for
adding farmers to the Public Service Loan Forgiveness Program, saying the change would
recognize “a huge workforce need.” His colleague Representative Chris Gibson (R-NY) agreed,
citing the potential for increasing corporate consolidation and reliance on food imports as key
reasons for investing in new farmers (Bittman 2015).
Though rarely discussed in explicit terms, a “beginning farmer theory of change” (Calo
2020) undergirded these conversations. Somewhere amidst this flurry of activity was the often
unspoken assumption that young, ecologically- and socially-minded farmers will take the reins
and thus facilitate a transition to sustainable farming. First-generation farmers also happen to be
“more diverse”: a greater proportion than the existing farmer population were people of color
and women (Ackoff, Bahrenburg, and Lusher-Shute 2017). A Civil Eats article from 2012
uncritically proclaimed that “adding more new and young farmers [would do] more than increase
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access to local food for more people and improve our food system–it puts a new face on
agriculture in our country, and makes the farmer population more egalitarian” (Jenkins 2008).
These beginning farmers were willing to accept the trade-offs of an agrarian livelihood.
We knew it meant hard work and low pay, but we were compelled by a strong moral conviction
that organic and regenerative farming opened up pathways to a more just and sustainable society
(Carlisle 2015; Rissing 2019). This sacrifice was rewarded with praise and admiration from
customers, extension agents, politicians, and journalists.
Popular media accounts of beginning farmers commended this enterprising generation,
depicting them as corporate drop outs rebelling against the 9-5 workaday life in search of
fulfillment, meaning, sustainability, and independence. Barbara Kingsolver’s Animal Vegetable,
Miracle (2008) is often credited as an inspiration to many beginning farmers. The non-fiction
book chronicles her family’s experiences as they start a farm in Virginia and attempt to eat a
totally local diet. In her series of stories she implies that food systems problems can be solved
easily, if only consumers would buy directly from farmers and be willing to pay a little more for
their food. A book review praised Kingsolver’s contribution: “This is a message Americans can’t
hear often enough” (Kummer 2007). The reviewer quotes Kingsolver, saying, “California
vegetables are not the serpent, it’s all of us who open our veins to the flow of gas-fueled foods.”
Kingsolver’s story was effective. I owned a copy, myself. Long-since recycled to the free
book bin at the local library, it used to sit on a shelf next to Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s
Dilemma (Pollan 2007). After reading those two books, I applied and was offered a seasonal job
at an orchard just a few miles outside of town.
The New York Times is peppered with similarly quaint tales of admirable young farmers
eager to provide consumers with fresh, seasonal vegetables, and willing to sacrifice more secure
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or lucrative careers. For example, a 2012 article titled “Small Farmers Creating a New Business
Model as Agriculture Goes Local,” describes one first-generation farmer’s journey:
For Jenny and Alex Smith, both 25, a couple since they met in college – now first-year
farmers on a tiny plot about an hour north of Seattle – the economic equation comes
down to lowering costs and needs. They live in a recreational vehicle with no television
or internet service, and they hope to break even this year, earning perhaps $1,600 a month
through farmers’ markets and subscriptions for weekly produce packages, so far mostly
from friends and family. But they say a farming life still feels, to them, full of promise.
They had boring office jobs in Seattle, they said, and now they have a farm dog named
Banjo (Johnson 2012).
In this article, the dream of an agrarian livelihood comes to life for first-generation farmers
willing to work hard and give up conveniences of modern life, including a permanent housing
structure. While the author seems to romanticize the young farmers’ material conditions, their
situation echoes what the late agricultural economist Aleksander Chayanov would have called
self-exploitation.
Another article from 2010 describes two first-generation farmers on a mission to bring
wheat back to the Long Island foodshed on their 7.7-acre rented parcel. One of the owners cites
“the insane joy of growing food for others” as her primary motivational factor. The article
presents two young entrepreneurs, oozing with optimism as they imagine a loaf of bread made
entirely with locally grown wheat. The photo accompanying the article depicts two young white
women hand-cutting their wheat crop with a scythe. “[We] are living proof that anyone can
become a farmer,” one of them says (Berger 2010).
A first-generation farmer named Jared describes his route to farming in a Civil Eats
article from 2010:
In an attempt to explain what seems to be the seed of a cosmic shift in how farming is
practiced and portrayed in America, I offer you my story: I’m 26 years old, and after a
three year stint working on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, and navigating
the concrete jungle, I needed out…my ill feelings inspired me to reexamine what I, as
a human being, truly needed to get by. All the things I felt I needed—fresh food raised
6

naturally, exercising and sweating in the sun, getting dirt under my nails, breathing fresh
air, walking on earth, feeling accomplished by my labor—these very personal things I
craved were being hustled, bustled, and trampled on by my own over-stimulated, undersatisfied, never-sleeping, big apple life (Pickard 2010).
A photo shows a young white man hand-sowing cover crop seeds into freshly-tilled soil.
While the writer tells of the things he “truly” needed to get by (exercise, fresh and nutritious
food, good quality air), there is no mention of income. The article describes a social movement1
needed to reverse the ecological and health crises caused by the American food system:
For the first time in many generations there is an uprising of young men and women
stepping onto America’s fields, digging into earth, and making a sustainable and
satisfying life for themselves. We are doing it not only because we want to, but because
we need to. We are passionate, we are educated, and we are on a mission to heal our
communities, our families, the land, and ourselves.
Unfortunately, these popular narratives 2 leave out a lot of details, often ignoring the
deeply racist, misogynistic, and colonial history of capitalist agriculture in the U.S. At its worst,
media coverage of the beginning farmers movement romanticizes small-scale sustainable
farming, reinforcing the troublesome myth of the American yeomanry (Calo 2020) while
replaying the “labor of love” trope that has so successfully reinforced agricultural exceptionalism
in the U.S. These narratives also reproduce neoliberal ideology through the uncritical assumption
that an inherently more diverse and ecologically-minded social movement will mobilize

1

Throughout media accounts discussed here, along with other articles reviewed for this research, both first-generation farmers and
the journalists who cover their stories, often regard their work as a movement, an uprising, a revolution, etc. Citing Scott (1990),
Allen writes that “a social movement is a collective actor constituted by individuals who understand themselves to have common
interests and a common identity. The issue of self-perception is crucial to this identity” (Allen 2004:5). Therefore, throughout this
research I will refer to the demographic under consideration as the beginning farmers movement.
See also: “In New Food Culture, a Young Generation of Farmers Emerges” (Raftery 2011a).
“Backbreaking Work, but Farmers Savor Their Place in the Field” (Charkes 2008).
“Young Farmers Conference: A Kansas native returns to her roots at the Stone Barns Center in Westchester” (DeChillo n.d.)
“Fertile Soil for New Crop of Farmers” (Raver 2001).
“Greenhorns: Building a Movement of Young Farmers” (von Tscharner Fleming 2009).
2
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entrepreneurial energy to fill a market niche, thus saving the planet from the destructive
tendencies of industrial agriculture.
Of course, partial responsibility for the inadequacy of these narratives must be assigned
to the beginning farmers themselves, including myself. In the early days of the beginning farmers
movement, issues of social justice and equity were rarely discussed among my peers3. Farmers’
commitment to agroecological practice and vague notions of “stewardship” and “community”
seemed to serve as de facto stand-ins for equity. However, a growing literature challenging
alternative food networks has brought closer scrutiny to assumed neoliberal logics, raising
important questions about the affordability and accessibility of local organic food for low income
people (Alkon 2013; Guthman 2014; Guthman, Morris, and Allen 2006; Slocum 2007), and
criticizing individualized market-based solutions to such problems (Alkon and Mares 2012; Calo
2018; Guthman 2014; Weissman 2015). Other work has identified the particular challenges of
Black, Indigenous, and Latinx farmers (Getz, Brown, and Shreck 2008; Gray 2014; Horst and
Marion 2019; Minkoff-Zern and Sloat 2017), while some scholars have highlighted opportunities
for structural change (Minkoff-Zern 2018; Pena 2019; Penniman 2018; Trauger 2017; White
2018). These critiques shed light on important concerns around race, coloniality, and equity in
the U.S. food system, which unfortunately remain largely unresolved to this day.
While addressing longstanding inequalities in alternative and sustainable food production
and consumption is absolutely critical, there remains an outstanding question as to the
accessibility and viability of small-scale sustainable farming on the production side. Even if
more first-generation farmers, especially Black, Indigenous, and Latinx farmers, had access to
the land and capital required for starting a sustainable farm enterprise, what is the likelihood for

3

This is not to imply that equity is in any way being addressed sufficiently today, either, though conversations on race and food
have become more common in mainstream media and culture (Anon 2019).
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long-term financial sustainability, given that roughly two thirds of beginning farmers gross only
$10,000 in sales or less, and rely on off-farm jobs to supplement their income (Key and Lyons
2019)? As farmer Bren Smith cautions, “The dirty secret of the food movement is that the muchcelebrated small-scale farmer isn’t making a living” (Smith 2014).
As I’ve shown, the meta-narrative presented by the media either mystifies or flat-out
glorifies the low income and self-exploitation of beginning farmers, peddling the notion that
farmers are willing or happy to accept underconsumption, and that this is indeed the natural and
righteous farming way. These stories, along with my own experience as a first-generation farmer,
inspired this research. How do first-generation farmers access the capital needed to finance their
operations, acquire tractors, fencing, potting soil, livestock, barns, greenhouses, and all the other
accoutrements of a modern, small-scale farm? How do they manage financial liquidity during the
start-up phase? How do they save for retirement? These are the questions I asked of 20 firstgeneration farmers in the Hudson Valley region of Upstate New York.
The results of my conversations were revealing, demonstrating the significance of
inherited wealth in financing farm start-ups. 12 out of 20 farmers I spoke with were able to
access capital either through inter vivos or testamentary direct transfers of cash gifts, zero- or
low-interest loans, or risk-sharing arrangements from family members. Similar trends have been
identified in the housing sector, which notes that access to private property markets is
increasingly confined to those who are able to access intergenerational wealth (Adkins, Cooper,
and Konings 2020). Scholars cite decades of wage stagnation, the demobilization of labor, and a
decline in the general rate of profit as primary factors driving the shift away from wage-based
wealth accumulation and towards intergenerational wealth accumulation (Christophers 2018;
Christophers 2019; Dylan and Riley 2021; Stiglitz 2015). The impact of neoliberal economic
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policies have reached a critical mass just in time for the millennial generation to come of age,
leaving a debt-burdened and cash-poor generation with few options for accessing private
property markets. These dynamics have only deepened existing racialized economic inequalities,
since only people from well-off families or families who own homes are able to leverage that
resource. Yet no research to date has sought to understand agricultural land access in terms of
what Adkins, Cooper, and Koning have dubbed the asset economy (2020).
Throughout the interviews, another key theme emerged: the increasing role of private
impact investment firms and private incubator farms in financing and facilitating the nascent
beginning farmers movement. In light of this revelation, my understanding of wealth, class, and
power became increasingly messy and tangled with the loose ends of various theoretical
frameworks. This complication challenged the assumption, implicit in my original research
objective, that class boundaries are clear, simple, and straight forward: some farmers get money
from their families and others do not. To the contrary, what I found is a complex network of
forces transferring power through various mechanisms of financial, cultural, and social capital
(Bourdieu 1987; Bourdieu and Wacquant 2013). These forces, like all historical material
processes, shift over time and in relation to one another. Thus, what had begun as an explanatory
project with a simple research question ultimately adapted into an exploratory project as I sought
to contextualize the emergence of a movement of new farmers in the U.S., what some scholars
might call repeasantization (McMichael 2013; van der Ploeg 2018b), within the broader
macroeconomic environment of the post-Great Recession asset economy.
This change was informed by the work of scholars in the field of peasant studies, and by
the long-standing debates around the agrarian question. Uncritically calling for a quantitative
increase in new farmers, as some policy makers have done, risks missing the importance of class
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and capital as a driver of agrarian change. As Henry Bernstein writes, “…the relatively stable
‘family’ farm – when it occurs – has to be problematized both analytically and concretely, that is
to say, historically. This includes investigating whether and how the formation and reproduction
of such farms are the result of processes of differentiation as ‘entry’ and reproduction costs rise
in the course of commodification, there is competition for land and/or the labor to work it, and so
on” (Bernstein 2009:73). Thus situated, it becomes more clear how hitherto interpretations of
land access and equity actually restrain our depth of understanding and limit the revolutionary
potential of the beginning farmers movement to challenge the hegemony of industrial agriculture
in the U.S.

Methods
Decisions around methods were initially informed by the current availability of data on
beginning farmers. My preliminary research question sought to determine how first-generation
farmers accessed the capital needed to finance their start-up farms. Before settling on any
particular model, my first task was to determine what information may already be available,
searching specifically for data on household net worth, net income from farming, net income
from non-farming activities, race, gender, and educational attainment. I started with the USDA
Agricultural Resource Management Survey (ARMS), which tracks data on beginning farmers,
including household net worth, to see what helpful information that might be gleaned.
Unfortunately, I found several issues limiting the usefulness of USDA data. First, the
definition of “beginning farmer” has been updated on a few occasions, making it difficult to
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analyze trends over time. 4 (Key and Lyons 2019). Perhaps more significantly, the USDA ARMS
data does not distinguish between first- and multi-generational beginning farmers, making it
impossible to disaggregate the two. This issue was confirmed in a phone call with an ERS
specialist. The distinction is not insignificant: The National Young Farmers Coalition (NYFC)
found that 75% of respondents to their own survey “did not grow up on a farm.” And if the
ultimate objective is a quantitative increase in the number of farmers to support a transition to
knowledge- and labor-intensive sustainable agriculture, our main concern should be with new,
first-generation farmers.
I also found shortcomings with the NYFC data (Ackoff et al. 2017). Last conducted in
2017, their survey of over 4,000 young farmers (defined as farmers under 40 years old) collected
data on gross income. However, such metrics are troublesome indicators of income or financial
viability; net income from farming would be a more accurate measure, as Ahearn, Liang and
Goetz found in their study of local supply chain participants (Ahearn, Liang, and Goetz 2018).
The NYFC survey does provide a chart, tracking gross income of respondents by number of
years farming. However, similar to the ARMS findings, the outlook is grim for farmers with 10
or fewer years of experience, with a gross income range under $10,000.
Interestingly, the NYFC survey does indicate that respondents expressed “optimism,” and
reports that “a majority [of young farmers say] that they are making or will eventually make,
enough income to support their goals” (Ackoff et al. 2017). That’s a surprising statement since

The United States Department of Agriculture’s definition of beginning farmer changes frequently and is inconsistent across
branches but is usually intended to identify farmers with 10 years of experience or less (Key and Lyons 2019). For the purposes
of this paper, I define a beginning farmer as one who does not benefit from multi-generational inherited agricultural knowledge,
wealth, or resources; and who is the principal operator of a farm business through ownership or management. Other common
terms used to describe this group include “young farmer,” “first-generation farmer,” “new entrant farmer” and “new farmer,” and
they may occasionally be used interchangeably throughout this paper. I will use “beginning farmer movement” in reference to the
mainly white beginning farmers whose work has been valorized as mission-driven by popular media and organizations such as
the Greenhorns, the Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture, and the National Young Farmers Coalition. For discussion of
new farmers of color, see Minkoff-Zern (2019), Penniman (2018), and White (2018).
4
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the income levels reflected in the NYFC chart, below, might be categorized as “super selfexploitation,” in which farmer income falls below farm worker wage prices (Galt 2013). That
statement is also surprising in the context of a variety of literature that identifies the low returns
for small-scale, diversified organic producers often do not earn enough to pay for the cost of
their own labor. Exploring these data helped complicate the set of research questions with which
I ultimately engaged. Not only do we need to understand how successful new farm operators
mobilized the capital for funding their operations, but we also need to understand how financial
liquidity informs start-up and scalability. And what do the grim economic prospects highlighted
in the various data tell us about the outcome for Black, Latinx and Indigenous farmers?
The NYFC survey provides another fascinating yet insufficient data point regarding
educational attainment, finding that 77% of first generation farmer respondents had attained an
associate’s degree or higher. As an imperfect comparison, U.S. Census data shows that only
42.3% of Americans over 25, and 46.5% of Americans between the ages of 25 and 34 had
attained an associate’s degree or higher (Ryan and Bauman 2016). This discrepancy clarifies the
importance of evaluating the potential link between class identity and ability to enter a career as
a farmer; NYFC’s policy focus on student debt relief only underscores that question.
After reviewing the ARMS and NYFC survey data, it became clear that qualitative
research was needed to fill in some of these gaps 5. From my own experiences as a young farmer
and NYFC chapter leader, land access is clearly a huge barrier to entry, especially as the
capitalization rate of farmland narrows while real estate prices rise (Gloy 2017). Less clear was

5

I had initially planned this research as a mixed methods project, using both surveys and interviews to understand class identity.
But what I found is that the survey responses were not helpful, and often obscured the complicated relationships and pathways
forged towards farm ownership. I expected that farmers would feel reluctant to talk about their finances, so the surveys were
intended as an anonymous way for them to disclose information on wealth. To the contrary, however, farmers were very open to
talking about money during our conversations and did so candidly. The data collected on the surveys, which were distributed to
participants online using Qualtrics, was ultimately not included in this analysis. This process has only underscored the need for
qualitative work in understanding beginning farmer trends.
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exactly how those beginning farmers who were able to access land actually did so. In this thesis,
I build on the NYFC survey to understand how non-farm income and inherited wealth might
impact those farmers’ “optimism” about their financial prospects.

Source: NYFC, Building a Future with Farmers II, 2017.

The geographic range of inquiry was shaped mainly by time and funding constraints, and
eventually, the COVID-19 pandemic. I chose to work in the Hudson Valley for two reasons: It
was far enough away to ensure that I would not personally know many beginning farmers there.
Since I had farmed in the Central New York region for so many years, I already knew most of
the beginning farmers and knew personal information about their finances either through my
direct relationships with them or “through the grapevine.” But, since I did not have any funding
when I began, I had to choose a location close enough that I could feasibly cover my own travel
costs. Drive time between Syracuse and Hudson is about three and a half hours, making it the
14

most reasonable location. Later, I was awarded a $1,000 grant from the Rural Sociological
Society, which was intended to cover part of my travel expenses. Unfortunately, Syracuse
University revoked travel permission, so interviews had to be conducted over the phone.
Inability to travel and conduct research in person limited the length and quality of the interviews
since I was not able to speak with farmers face-to-face or spend time on their farms or in their
communities.
Complications from the COVID-19 pandemic also limited the number of farmers I was
able to speak with due to the backlog of work at the Syracuse University Office of Research
Integrity and Protections. Additional paperwork was required, slowing down the application
process, and new and changing working conditions to accommodate office safety created a
backlog of requests. Within the already-tight time constraints of a master’s thesis, I had to cut
back on the number of farmers with whom I could speak. I also suspect that the COVID-19
pandemic limited my response rate, though I only received one return email from a farmer
declining to be interviewed because of the hecticness of their farm obligations combined with
new childcare responsibilities. I had initially planned to conduct 30 interviews but eventually
scaled that number back to 20.
After settling on the Hudson Valley, I reached out to some farmer friends near Hudson
(who were not interviewed for this research) for a list of contacts. With their generous help, I
was able to find my first ten participants6. I used Google to search for additional farm businesses
by entering terms like “farm near Hudson, NY” or “farm near Red Hook, NY” until I had
exhausted most major towns in the Hudson Valley region. I then emailed farmers and asked if
they would be willing to speak with me about their experiences with land access and starting

6

The snowball method is admittedly a limited one since it relies on personal networks; this may have resulted in the exclusion of
farmers of color from the sample group.
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their farms. The only requirement for participation was that they were a first-generation farmer.
My initial list consisted of 40 farms. Out of that list, three declined to be interviewed and 16 did
not reply. I interviewed a total of 20 farmers for a response rate of 50 percent.
I designed semi-structured interview questions and began scheduling phone calls, which
were conducted between October of 2020 and February of 2021. Each conversation lasted
approximately 30 minutes to one hour. Transcriptions were automated with Otter.ai software and
checked for accuracy before being analyzed for key themes and then coded using DeDoose.

Positional Awareness
As the reader may have gathered from the opening narrative, I spent 12 years working as
a farm hand on small-scale, direct to consumer organic farms. During that time I participated in
three certificate training programs for beginning farmers7, attended countless workshops and
conferences, and read agronomic texts and articles in my free time. I was considered highly
knowledgeable and skilled by employers and my peer group, and yet I never managed to
accomplish my goal of farm ownership. Schooled in the anti-globalization movements of the
early ought’s and the Occupy movements of the decade that followed, I started forming a class
consciousness around land access. I noticed that my peers who were able to access land came
from well-off families, paid for their farms with inheritances, or received large cash gifts or loans
from family members. Their parents were doctors, their spouses were professors, or they were
just independently wealthy and living on trust money. This was often realized through first- and
second-hand conversations among other beginning farmers in my personal network. I thought it
odd that the families and lives of my peers were populated by professionals with advanced

The Groundswell Center’s Beginning Farmer Certificate Program, which I left before completing in 2011; the Groundswell
Center’s Farm Business Management Class in 2016; and the Dairy Grazing Apprenticeship Program in 2019.
7
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degrees, while I was still wrapping my head around the difference between a medical doctor and
a Doctor of Philosophy. I began wondering how class might be correlated with one’s ability to
access financing, inform risk taking, or ignore the opportunity costs of pursuing a career
notorious for long hours and low pay.
Thus it is neither impossible nor desirable to separate my research questions from my
personal experiences. I identify just as much as a participant as a researcher, and that in turn
informs my methods. As part of that process, I will be including a short personal narratives
throughout this piece as a way of shedding light on the importance of positionality and lived
experience, and to dispel the myth of objectivity (Haraway 1988).
My entry into the world of agriculture was facilitated by my identity as a white cis
gender-passing person. Those identities provided me with the symbolic capital needed to
navigate rural places and qualified me as an “insider.” At the same time, passing as a cisgendered person often required significant renegotiation with myself, including the decision to
revert to the name and pronoun assigned to me at birth so that I could “fit in” in overwhelmingly
heteronormative rural spaces. As I soon found, my reassigned identity as “woman” wasn’t much
help, either (Leslie, Wypler, and Bell 2019; Sumner and Llewelyn 2011). I did all of this
consciously in exchange for access to rural belonging, housing opportunities, and jobs; I
deliberately embedded myself in rural places and actively sought to “pass” as a “country girl,”
often at great emotional cost.

Organization
This research is inspired by the many scholars working in the field of peasant studies. At
the intersection of political economy, critical development sociology, agroecology, nutrition,
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geography, gender, and critical race studies, this body of work tells exciting stories that cross
disciplinary boundaries, contextualized within the long conversation around “the agrarian
question.” Since the initial publication of the first volume of Capital in 1867, the work of Karl
Marx has proven foundational to the field. Marx’s critique of political economy asks us to look
at the social forces of production to understand class formation. Who gets access to the means to
farm? How? Why? (Henry Bernstein 2010). In Chapter 1, I’ll work through the debates around
the agrarian question, starting with Marx and ending with a modern iteration, repeasantization
theory, in order to ground this research in a political economy framework. I’ll consider its
applicability to understanding the beginning farmers movement in the U.S. and take a closer look
at the contemporary literature on beginning farmers.
In Chapters 2, I will look at the “how” of beginning farmers’ careers, analyzing the data
collected during our conversations. For example, how were they able to access the capital to start
their farms? How are they able to access land? These questions help us discover who has access
to the means to farm sustainably, and why. Their stories offer insights into the macroeconomic
conditions under which beginning farmers are working and help complicate how we understand
power, class, wealth, land access, and tenure in the post-Great Recession asset economy.
Chapter 3 provides a theoretical discussion which will open up pathways for future
research. Using Harvey’s concept of the spatial fix, I’ll propose one possible explanation of the
motives and role of private finance and impact investors in their support of the beginning farmers
movement. In the last chapter, I’ll discuss key contributions and areas for future research.
More than anything else, this project has been a personal process of love and forgiveness,
of healing, and of learning new ways of understanding “failure.” I could not have hoped for a
more unexpected or profitable outcome. My goal in conducting this research is to demystify
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first-generation farmers for cultural, academic and political purposes. While the farmers I spoke
with are certainly brave, intelligent, savvy, innovative, and hardworking, there is more to the
story that must be acknowledged. My hope for you, reader, is that you will come away with a
more complicated understanding of equity, land access, and justice in the United States.
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CHAPTER 1
New farmers and the agrarian question

“Have you ever seen the movie The Biggest Little Farm?!” asks an excited new
acquaintance upon hearing that I farm for a living. I try to be polite, but I’ve been told on more
than one occasion that my poker face could use some work. “Ya know, I keep hearing about that
one!” It’s true – I do keep hearing about it. In fact, it seems like every new person I’ve met since
the movie came out in 2018 has the same question.
The documentary follows along with the agricultural adventures of John and Molly, a
white couple, and their dog Todd, as they set out to accomplish their dream of starting “a farm in
perfect harmony with nature, like a traditional farm from the past.”
One of the earliest scenes in the movie is of John and Molly’s “coming out” party where
they announced their new farming ambition to a room full of friends and family. From there,
word of their dream “spread… and spread… until it connected [them] to some investors who
actually saw this old way of farming as the future.” We don’t know much about the investors
(this is the only occasion upon which they are mentioned) but it’s implied that they are footing
the bill for the land and start-up costs.
Before long, the husband and wife duo had taken over the management of Apricot Lane
Farm, a worn out 200-acre orchard about an hour North of Los Angeles. They hired a “worldrenown traditional farming expert,”8 Alan, a whacky white dude with big ideas and a very
specific vision of compost-making (I laughed out loud during the scene where Alan sends the

8

John and Molly had more than a little help from two other experts, who appear in the movie almost as an afterthought: Flavio,
who had worked at Apricot Lane Farm since he was fourteen years old, and Raoul, who had grown up on his father’s 1000-acre
farm in Mexico, neither of whom bear the title “world-renown traditional farming experts.”
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novice farmers out to hand-collect manure from the cow pasture). And then, magically, the farm
was transformed from an old dusty orchard to a lush green oasis, complete with tall pastures,
cover crops, fruit trees, veggie gardens, pollinator strips, and even a state-of-the-art worm
composting facility. It’s the type of farm I could only ever dream of.
I felt a pang of heartsickness, but the grief was quickly replaced by the memory of my
aching back bouncing up and down for hours on a hard, un-upholstered tractor seat. I sighed as I
imagined the many newly inspired movie-goers longing for gold-soaked evening pasture walks,
high-stakes coyote chases, and hearty, abundant meals spent with family and friends at a
mythically long dining room table. For me, those bucolic moments had long-since been crowded
out by memories of exhaustion and burn-out. But who knows – maybe those inspired moviegoers will happen across some investors who believe in their dream, too.

***

What makes a story like John and Molly’s so appealing? Like all of the best stories, from
Indiana Jones to Harry Potter, the story structure revolves around a transformation. Through
hard work, the young farmers transform Apricot Lane, a formerly-monocropped orchard
surrounded by industrial agriculture, into a “traditional” farm, as our movie stars call it (Chester
2018). Along the way, John and Molly change, too, from farming newbies to battle-hardened
heroes. Like many first-generation farmers in the U.S., their vision for agriculture reflects an
aspirational vision of a more socially and ecologically embedded way of farming (Rissing 2019).
While The Biggest Little Farm illuminates the pastoral lure of small-scale agroecological
farming, the story also obscures the significant capital needed to support such a lush,
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‘sustainable’ agrarian sanctuary. And what about those mysterious investors who are so briefly
mentioned? Why are they investing in a small farm like Apricot Lane?
Questions of agricultural transformation neatly dovetail into longstanding debates around
“the agrarian question,” which began with Karl Marx’s publication of the first volume of Capital
in 1867 and continues to this day. Marx was concerned with the supposedly inevitable
disappearance of the peasantry from the English countryside, and the transition to capitalist
industrial agriculture. Following Marx, Karl Kautsky most famously and succinctly described the
agrarian question as “whether, and how, capital is seizing hold of agriculture, revolutionizing it,
making old forms of production and property untenable and creating the necessity for new ones”
(Kautsky 1988:12). The original framing of the agrarian question provides two angles from
which to approach the beginning farmers movement. First, how can we explain the persistence of
“peasant”-style farmers like John and Molly, who have long-since been slated for extinction?
And second, how might we understand the role of capital on Apricot Lane and other firstgeneration farms?
The following chapter provides an analysis of the agrarian question and its relevance to
the beginning farmers movement, starting with the classical work of Karl Marx, Karl Kautsky,
V.I. Lenin, and A.V. Chayanov. In revisiting these seemingly antiquated debates, I seek to
highlight the ongoing need for research sensitive to the strengths and weaknesses of various
methods and theories for understanding agrarian change. Next, I’ll review key works and
methods around the agrarian question in the era of globalization with special consideration
applied to repeasantization theory, a body of work that seeks to explain more recent quantitative
increases in farmer numbers. Lastly, I’ll review key works on the beginning farmers movement
in the U.S., and advocate for a refocusing on a class analysis. I argue that some academic work,
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particularly around theories of repeasantization, has strayed too far from its roots in political
economy. Rather than trying to pin down discursive definitions of “peasant,” as has been
attempted by some researchers, I instead propose an interrogation of who gets access to the
means to farm sustainably, where, and why.

The Classical Agrarian Question
The contemporary field of critical agrarian studies is highly influenced by Marx’s first
volume of Capital (1990) and the violent history of primitive accumulation in England. Marx
explains the mechanisms by which peasants came to be proletarianized, including political,
ecological, and economic measures, facilitated by Parliament and executed by “the great
landlords who have taken the place of the feudal lords” (Marx 1990:886). This process,
intensified over the period between the fifteenth and sixteenth century, corresponded with an
influx of gold from the Americas, leading to inflation. His method of analysis demonstrates how
all of these circumstances, domestic and global, social and political, culminated to expand and
hasten the development of capitalist agriculture in England.
In “setting free” the peasants from cultivation of their smallholdings, “[t]he capitalist
process of production, therefore, seen as a total, connected process, i.e. a process of
reproduction, produces not only commodities, not only surplus-value, but it also produces and
reproduces the capital-relation itself; on the one had the capitalist, on the other the wage-laborer”
(Marx 1990:724). Key debates around what soon became known as the agrarian question have
sought to reconcile Marx’s theoretical work with the actual material development of agricultural
production. What made the peasantry (as well as small farmers of today) such an enigma was the
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fact that they retained access to their own means of production, despite the growing
encroachment of capitalist markets: They manage to exist, at least in part, outside of capitalist
wage relations. This contradiction called into question Marx’s prediction that capitalism would
create the conditions for its own demise, a matter which was first taken up by Karl Kautsky. The
Agrarian Question, published in 1899, described a peasantry not eliminated by the development
of capitalism, but rather, subordinated and radically transformed (Kautsky 1988).
Characteristic of peasant production was the willingness and ability to self-exploit – to
forgo the basic needs of the individual or family in years where commodity prices were low. He
believed that this quality, while a main source of resilience among peasants, was also a source of
endless accumulation for capital (Alavi and Shanin 1988). It’s something of a contradiction,
then, that Kautsky ultimately concluded that these buffers would be inadequate in protecting
peasants from the onslaught of capitalism. His analysis determined that trends of increasing
industrialization, competition from grain imports, the expansion of leasing and mortgage
arrangements, and the increasing area under production, signaled the impending demise of the
peasantry as a class. The validity of his final assessment is still debated today.
Lenin’s contribution to agrarian question debate is The Development of Capitalism in
Russia (1964). In it, he formulates an empirical argument that the peasantry in Russia is dividing
into three classes – rich, middle, and poor. Class differentiation would ultimately lead to the
process of “depeasantising” in which the middle and poor peasants would become wage-laborers
on the large farms. “…defined in its strict historical materialist sense as the appropriation by
capital of the surplus value produced by classes of waged labor…” (Akram-Lodi & Kay
2010:189-190). Lenin writes, “This process signifies the utter dissolution of the old, patriarchal
peasantry and the creation of new types of rural inhabitants” (Lenin 1964).
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Despite their significant contributions, the works of Kautsky and Lenin needs to be
engaged critically. One of the earliest critiques is found in the writings of Russian agricultural
economist A.V. Chayanov. Often viewed in stark relief to that of Lenin’s, the research of
Chayanov and the neo-populist Organization and Production School to which he belonged was
frequently condemned by the Bolshevik party for idealizing the peasantry and “thus [supporting]
reactionary, precapitalist forms of the economy” (Chayanov 1986). Chayanov’s work in The
Theory of Peasant Economy was seen as critical of both Kautsky and Lenin for their failing “to
establish the categories that were historically valid for the labor-farm economy, in the way that
Marx established the categories of capitalist production” (Banaji 1976). Foundationally, his work
seeks to understand the organizational basis of peasant farms. Chayanov writes, “By carefully
studying present-day peasant farming as it is, we have primarily studied the initial material from
which the new country-side… should historically evolve…” (Chayanov 1986:50).
For Chayanov, the peasant economy was not unique to any specific mode of production
but rather should be seen as fluid throughout historically varied economic structures, and thus,
study should commence with the basic labor unit – the family (Chayanov 1986:41-42). His
empirical research contested that demographic shifts among families, rather than encroachment
of capitalist agriculture, accounted for the changes in farm size nd structure, though he
repeatedly stresses that economic activity of family labor “…together with the influence of the
market, natural conditions, and technology, greatly influences the organization of peasant
agricultural production” [emphasis added] (Chayanov 1986:71). Chayanov did, however, share
some common ground with his more strictly Marxist peers. In terms of self-exploitation, he
agreed it was a key factor in the resilience of peasant farms, but he disagreed (with Kautsky, for
example) over the magnitude of resilience it provided. Methodologically, Chayanov’s work
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broke new ground: his analysis called attention to the need for additional modalities in exploring
structure and agency and brought the family unit into the field of inquiry of Marxist agrarian
studies.
While Chayanov may have missed important components of Marxist theory
(determination of wage rates, absolute ground rent, and centralization) (Patnaik 1982), the
Marxist tradition, likewise, has its imperfections - for example, in its treatment of the peasantry
as an undifferentiated and reactionary mass (Araghi 1995; Shanin 1972). Though these debates
may seem dated, they are not at all resolved and are indeed relevant to understanding agrarian
change today. Since the 1980s, theoretical clashes between Marxist and neo-populist scholars
have crept back into the conversation amidst a global resurgence of agrarian populist movements
(Brass 2015). Looking forward from the Kautsky/Lenin-Chayanov debates, Bernstein suggests
that “new” agrarian questions strike a balance between the two camps by “[recovering] the spirit
of Lenin’s ‘fresh and creative impulses’ of the early 1920s, and of Chayanov’s contributions to
‘practical theory’” (Bernstein 2009).

Agrarian Question Redux: Globalization
A second generation of “agrarian questioning” was prompted in great part by the global
political turbulence of the 1960s, especially the Vietnam War, as rural people became suddenly
visible for their participation in anti-colonial struggles. Eric Wolf’s 1969 book Peasant Wars of
the Twentieth Century applied an historical materialist method to rural sociology, which at the
time was dominated by modernization theory and its treatment of peasants as relics (Bernstein et
al. 2018). The English translation of Chayanov’s work was published for the first time in 1966,
prompting a new wave of interest, this time with rural people more firmly positioned as historical
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subjects rather than “sacks of potatoes” (Marx 2004). Scholars of this generation tend to break
from the determinism of the “classical” agrarian question, critiquing Marx, Lenin and Kautsky’s
focus on differentiation as teleological (Araghi 1995). Much of this scholarship seeks to resolve
impasse between Marxists and neo-populists while grappling with the persistence of peasant
farming9 as either an obstacle (or opportunity) to the development of capitalist agriculture
(Henderson 1998a; Mann and Dickinson 1978a; Mooney 1982a), an index of incomplete
development of capitalist agriculture (Byres 1996), or resistance to development of capitalist
agriculture (McMichael 2013; van der Ploeg 2014). Some of these works argue that the “classic”
agrarian question is at least partially irrelevant, if not a fetter to reinterpretation within
contemporary capitalist relations (Bernstein 2006a). Generally, the agrarian question redux has
focused on globalization, seeking to understand how transition is shaped by the historical
material, political and ideological spaces in which it manifests, particularly in the 20 th century
developing economies (McMichael 2017). In the following section I will provide a brief
overview of the theoretical and methodological differences between these approaches.
Bernstein alleges that questions of agrarian transition have become irrelevant since the
1970s. He instead argues that the end of direct colonial rule and the increasingly international
nature of markets internalized capitalist social relations throughout global economic activity,
rendering “peasant” modes of production obsolete to the accumulation requirements of capital
(Bernstein 2006a, 2006b). In Bernstein’s model, there are no “peasants” per say, but instead a
fragmentation of labor. Bernstein’s focus on modes accumulation as the main indication of

9

Terminology is often conflated throughout the literature, causing confusion. Peasant farming, small-scale farming, family
farming, household production, petty commodity production, etc. have multivalent definitions. I’ll use Harriet Friedmann’s
definition of simple commodity production for clarity: “Household production involves only one class, which both owns the
means of production an provides the labor power to set them in motion; relations of production within the enterprise are based
not on the wage contract, but on kinship. When household production is specialized and competitive, and means of production
and subsistence must be purchased, it is simple commodity production” (Friedmann 1978:548). This definition avoids being
implicated with size, scale, intensification, or kinship.
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capitalist development of agriculture has been critiqued by his contemporary, T.J. Byres as being
too narrow in its scope (Akram-Lodhi 1998).
Byers’ work follows broadly in the tradition of Marx in asserting that “agrarian capital
and rural capitalism, through some kind of agrarian transition, results ultimately from the balance
of class forces, including the impact of peasant class differentiation” (Akram-Lodhi & Kay
2010:266). Byres is concerned with “the actual historical experience of agrarian transition” in
individual countries, “the possible relevance of this for contemporary poor countries” (Byres
2016). Byres’ method of choice is historical comparative analysis, staying close to Marx in his
insistence that any analysis of the development of capitalism in agriculture should include
reflection on the role of the state, accumulation, and class relationships (Byres 1995). Though
Byres emphasizes that there are many pathways to differentiation of peasants (as opposed to one
path), his method made him a target of critique during a period when Marxist political economy
was considered obsolete (Araghi 1995; Bernstein and Brass 1996). Byres’ work in Capitalism
from Above and Capitalism from Below: An Essay in Comparative Political Economy, inspired
by Lenin’s work, posits that a combination of different historical factors would produce a
myriad of opportunities for capitalist modes of production to subsume agriculture (Byres 1996).
In an effort to overcome the disappearance-permanence stalemate that began with Lenin
and Chayanov, Araghi’s method bookends any interrogation into the transformation of the
peasantries with a world-historical analysis, exploring social, political, economic and ideological
variables in both local and global spaces. He writes, “Thus, rather than posing depeasantization
within a continuous and homogenous temporal context and/or constructing it as the empirical
manifestation of logical categories, I have attempted to study global depeasantization as a
component of a changing international political-economic order” (Araghi 1995:359). Araghi’s
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method follows Byres’, but his conclusions differ, proposing that depeasantization is in no way a
necessary outcome of capitalist development (Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2010).
Taking the agrarian question in another direction, scholar Harriet Friedmann uses
historical analysis to argue that, contrary to Marx’s determinism, simple commodity producers of
all scale will in fact out-compete capitalist farms due to their flexibility of consumption
(Friedmann 1978). In simple commodity production, farmers who are both laborers and owners
of the means of production are able to accept underconsumption in lean years, as opposed to
capitalist farms which must pay wages at a rate commensurate with the market price. Friedmann
contends that this ability and willingness of farmers to increase self-exploitation will not only
guarantee the persistence of non-capitalist farms but will lead to the replacement of capitalist
farms with non-capitalist farms.
McMichael’s inquiry into the status of peasant modes of production in relation to
capitalism must be understood within the context of the global food regime. As in the
Chayanovian tradition, McMichael refashions the agrarian question from the point of view of the
agrarian, critiquing the “classical” agrarian question as a “capital-centric approach [which]
discounts landed ecology and discounts farmers/peasants as historical subjects” (McMichael
2013:62). Contrary to Bernstein and Byres, McMichael sees a potential transition towards
repeasantization, evidenced by the global movement for food sovereignty and the success of
groups like Via Campesina. He writes, “Whereas the original agrarian question concerned the
rate of disappearance of the traditional peasantry, the current agrarian question concerns the
reappearance of a ‘new peasantry’ with the potential to farm sustainably” (McMichael 2013:81).
McMichael’s approach is admirable in its successful attempt to balance questions of global
accumulation while centering small farmers as agents of change.
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Theories of repeasantization
So how might repeasantization theories help in understanding beginning farmers in the
U.S.? A quantitative increase in new farmers practicing low-input sustainable agriculture on their
own land would certainly imply a trend towards repeasantization. And, similar to the global
peasant movements, beginning farmers in the U.S. express an opposition to the ecological and
public health consequences of capitalist industrial agriculture, as demonstrated in the content
analysis in the introduction of this text. Their collective voices coalesce into a movement,
however imperfect, towards agroecological farming systems that re-embed markets into social
structures (Bruce 2019; Inwood, Clark, and Bean 2013; Rissing 2019). Contributions focused on
farmer agency should be considered an essential component of any thoughtful analysis, but it is
not a complete picture. As I will demonstrate in the following section, theories of
repeasantization should caution against focusing exclusively on farmer motivations. Veering too
far from a political-economic analysis risks missing broader trends of how capitalism also shapes
agrarian change.
van der Ploeg has made repeasantization a main focus of his research, asserting that
considerable parts of agriculture are being repatterned as “peasant agriculture” across both
developing and developed nations. Rather than defining peasants as a class, he instead explains
repeasantization in terms of a return to “peasantness” or “peasant-like” behavior. van der Ploeg
notes six areas of reversal, pointing to each as a form of resistance to capital: voluntary
engagement with agroecological practices, self-provisioning, a decrease in commoditized
interactions via distancing from upstream markets, co-production “between man and living
nature” (van der Ploeg 2010), multiple planes of resistance, the emergence of socially embedded
marketplaces, and “pluri-activity” (multiple income streams per farm household) (van der Ploeg
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2010). van der Ploeg uses sweeping, and sometimes contradictory, terms between different
pieces. For example, in Peasants and the Art of Farming: A Chayanovian Manifesto peasants
are defined in part by their non-participation in wage labor, confusing the boundaries in later
work that includes the possibility of hybrid wage relations (van der Ploeg 2014). In his study of
Dutch agricultural statistics, van der Ploeg concludes that “market-driven differentiation does
exist, but has tended to result, especially in the last decade, in the demise of large farms” and,
conversely, an increase in small farms (van der Ploeg 2018a). Unfortunately, and despite his
critique of modernization theory, van der Ploeg allows conventional wisdom to dictate the
boundaries of his inquiry (farm size). Agricultural statistics can be misleading or obscure other
potentially insightful information, so any analysis of such data should be complemented with
theoretical and qualitative analysis grounded in political economy.
Two studies have attempted to replicate van der Ploeg’s work on repeasantization in the
U.S. context. Nelson and Stock identify autonomy, diversification, and co-production as the
defining qualities of peasant agriculture in a qualitative study of Kansas farmers. Their work
proposes that repeasantization is a desirable outcome, stating that “repeasantization strategies
offer hope for societal and ecological repair” (Nelson and Stock 2018:98). Their research looks
at three groups of farmers, industrial, entrepreneurial, and peasant, finding qualities of
peasantness among all but the industrial farms. Glaringly, this research overlooks the
significance of the authors’ own observation that the peasant farms included in the study also
happen to be first-generation farmers, only entering the field after “gaining sufficient community
support or financial independence” (Nelson and Stock 2018:94). Farms in the peasant group also
have off-farm jobs (demonstrating another peasant quality, “pluri-activity”) like “professional”,
author, and professor. Though the authors mention the importance of “understand[ing] which
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farmers undergo repeasantization for what reasons” (Nelson and Stock 2018:89), this study does
not sufficiently explore this question, creating room for new research to pick up where the
authors leave off.
A second attempt at identifying repeasantization trends in the United States was made in
Strube’s research on farms in the Finger Lakes region of Central New York. The author defines
peasant as one who acts with independence, self-sufficiency, environmental, and social
responsibility, echoing a Jeffersonian romanticism. Strube asserts that his five participant
farmers operate in ways that are “peasant-like” (Strube 2019). The author includes a range of
operation types in his small sample population, from a gardener who does a lot of canning to a
700-cow organic dairy with 18 employees. Noting “capitalist-like” behavior at the large dairy,
Strube admits that “in some cases, one person’s repeasantization can be another person’s
exclusion or depeasantization” (Strube 2019:845). The author attempts to counter-balance this
contradiction by pointing to the proliferation of peasantness through on-farm educational
opportunities and WOOFing (which presumably operate outside of capital’s logic), though there
is no acknowledgement of the racialized class dynamics associated with such opportunities
(Guthman 2017).
Repeasantization is a core component of successful movements for food sovereignty:
democratization of food systems must naturally yield an increase in number of people on the
land. But how is the aforementioned work helpful in moving towards food sovereignty if the
term “peasant” is defined ideologically and thus abstracted from its classical use in defining a
class of labor? In the examples discussed, “peasant” is equated with the following concepts:
sustainable, organic, agroecological, co-productive. A peasant farm may be of any size or type –
what’s most important is the practice of peasantness, which includes a wide swath of activities,
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from fixing ones’ own tractor (distancing from upstream markets), to selling at a farmers market
(social embeddedness), to having a second job (hybridity) (van der Ploeg 2010). By these
definitions, almost any farm that practices any variety of “sustainable” management would be
considered a peasant farm.
If “peasant” is defined any way one pleases, it becomes tautological. Brass speaks to this
issue in his critique of “the populist drift,” arguing against the trend of “doing away with Marxist
theory [of] class as a political and analytical concept” (Brass 2017). He writes that in making
class so inclusive, “…it ceases… to be relevant by virtue of nobody being outside it, yet
everybody possessing an additional set of non-class values/interests/identities which end up
overriding the fact of class relations” (Brass 2017:11). Additionally, if “peasant” is alienated
from issues of race and gender, as it is in the examples previously discussed, how can it possibly
offer “hope for societal and ecological repair” (Nelson and Stock 2018:98)? In the broadest sense
possible, repeasantization theory forgets to ask the question of who gets to become a peasant,
where, and why. This interrogation is required for any useful analysis of the potential for
democratized land access, and hence equity, in the food system.

New Farmers in the U.S.
According to the 2017 U.S. Census of Agriculture, numbers of beginning farmers have
been on the rise in recent years (Carlisle, Montenegro de Wit, et al. 2019). Analysis of 2014 U.S.
Census of Agriculture data projected that ten percent of all farmland in the United States would
transfer ownership between 2015 and 2019, a trend that is expected to continue as a greater
proportion of farmers near retirement age (Calo 2020). Some scholars have recognized this
occasion as an opportunity to move towards agroecological farm management, a transition which
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would require a quantitative increase in farmers. Fortunately, there is already a growing number
of beginning farmers intent on fulfilling that role (Carlisle, Montenegro de Wit, et al. 2019;
DeLonge, Miles, and Carlisle 2016). These new farmers are more likely to participate in
“peasant-like” activities such as diversified production, low-input and sustainable management
practices, and direct to consumer marketing (Ackoff et al. 2017; Ahearn, Liang, and Goetz
2018b; Feenstra et al. 2003). Studies of new farmer values suggest that decisions to enter
agriculture are influenced by both lifestyle goals and a desire to address issues of inequity within
the food system (Bruce 2019; Carlisle 2014; Inwood et al. 2013; Rissing 2019).
But do such attributes qualify new farmers as peasants? And how might we understand
the U.S. beginning farmer movement in the context of international peasant movements for food
sovereignty? Simply locating common ground between U.S. and international agrarian
movements is insufficient for drawing parallels (Graddy-Lovelace 2017), and as the previous
discussion of repeasantization theory has shown, the definition of “peasant” or “peasant-like” is a
moving target.
Many scholars and activists are already engaging critically with these issues in the wide
variety of literature problematizing alternative food networks (Alkon 2013; Gray 2014;
Guthman, Morris, and Allen 2006; Safransky 2017; Slocum 2007; Weissman 2015).
Unfortunately, the available literature dedicated to the beginning farmer movement consistently
misses opportunities to engage with class. Without such a theoretical grounding, the “beginning
farmer theory of change,” as with the repeasantization theories, “risks becoming an uncritical
trope” (Calo 2020).
Some beginning farmer research focuses on education and training, assuming that there is
an optimal combination of business and farm management practices that would ensure long-
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term viability (Jablonski et al. 2017; Mishra, Wilson, and Williams 2009; Niewolny and Lillard
2010; Rissing 2019). However, interventions focused exclusively on entrepreneurial outcomes
inadvertently model individualized market-based logics (Calo 2018; Calo and De Master 2016)
and may only reinforce a long history of inequity among farmers based on their race, class, and
gender (Ayazi and Elsheikh 2015; Horst and Marion 2019; Minkoff-Zern 2019).
A more explicit study on income and wealth would be helpful towards a better
understanding of the class positions of first-generation farmers, but at the moment, that
knowledge gap remains unfilled. For example, the National Young Farmers Coalition does not
collect data on farm income or farm profitability in their member surveys (NYFC 2017, 2018),
and USDA data does not disaggregate first-generation farmers from multi-generation farmers in
their statistical analysis of beginning farmers (Key and Lyons 2019). This gap is significant in
light of other research indicating that income among alternative food network participants is low.
Building on the Chayanovian concept of self-exploitation, Galt finds that the median annual
income of CSA farmers in their sample is $6,750, dubbed “super self-exploitation,” although this
research does not speculate on what social privileges may permit farmers to accept
underproduction, or to neglect the opportunity costs of more lucrative careers (Galt 2013). Other
contemporary research has hinted at the issue of self-exploitation, noting that farmers
participating the alternative food networks often undervalue their own labor (Guthman 2014;
Guthman et al. 2006; Hinrichs 2000; Jarosz 2008).
Pilgeram’s work provides the singular example of scholarly research that considers both
race and class in terms of wealth in determining “access to the practice of sustainable farming”
(Pilgeram 2011). In this study, all eight participants had either high-paying jobs which
subsidized their farm and offered flexible work schedules, or came from a wealthy family. In
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Pilgeram’s words, these findings “may lead to questions about whether sustainable agriculture
can be truly sustainable within a highly stratified capitalist economy, questions that remain
unanswered” (Pilgeram 2011:392).

Conclusion
As a researcher working in the Marxist tradition of critical agrarian studies, it is
important not to lose sight of what occasionally seems like antiquated and arcane debates. As this
theoretical review has demonstrated, questions of both theory and method posed by Marx, Lenin,
Kautsky, and Chayanov have profound impacts on the way contemporary scholars consider
agrarian capitalist relations and the role of rural people as historical actors. In this paper I have
argued that class differentiation is still a critical factor in understanding the development of
capitalism, even in highly developed nations. As it relates to beginning farmers in the U.S., a
lack of information on income and wealth makes it difficult to assess how access to the means to
farm sustainably are actually the result of class differentiation. This theoretical oversight appears
with relative consistency throughout the growing body of research on first-generation farmers in
the U.S., including those working within the repeasantization framework, despite the adherence
of their principal investigators to vague notions of ecological, economic and social sustainability.
As I will demonstrate in the following chapter, a re-evaluation of the agrarian question through
the Chayanovian lens of self-exploitation might help inform how class privileges explain the
quantitative increase in new farmers in the U.S.
These insights have led to the grounding of my own research on the beginning farmers
movement in the U.S. within the foundations of political economy, soliciting a new agrarian
question concerning which beginning farmers have access to the means to farm sustainably,
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where, and why. In the next chapter I will present findings from my conversations with firstgeneration farmers in the Hudson Valley region. Listening to their stories, it becomes clear how
their class identity and position within the broader social and macroeconomic contexts reveals
new ways of understanding how capital is seizing hold of agriculture.
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CHAPTER 2
How to get a farm

A few extension agents were still setting up when I arrive to my 6pm farm business
management class. The tables and chairs make a soft, scuffing noise as they are dragged across
the institutional carpeting into a horse-shoe shape around the room. It’s the kind of place I’m
growing more and more used to, even finding comfort in the plastic-y coolness of office furniture
and the bland anonymity of new carpet smell. Indeed, I’m becoming as intimately familiar with
the smell of new carpet as anyone ever has, spending a decent portion of my work days hiding
from fluorescent lights, napping, and drinking home-brewed hooch on the floor under my cubicle
desk. Other young farmers flood in and suddenly the room is bursting with excited talk of
milking goats, vegetable CSAs, and hand-spun alpaca yarn. Maybe I’m too jaded or too
depressed. Maybe I’m burnt out. Either way, I could not care less about my classmates’ farm
aspirations. I sit alone, impatiently waiting for class to start.
It was 2016, and I had just taken a job at a stuffy agribusiness firm after ending a
friendship with my long-time farming partner Jan. Jan had recently received a $20,000 check
from her wealthy mother and had used it as a down payment on her own farm. She had no further
need for the 30 acres of poor quality pasture and the old, leaky, slate-roofed barn that we had
been renting together. By the time Jan had moved out, the farm was an unmitigated disaster of
tangled high-tensile wire and forgotten piles of manure. Her hogs had torn up the pasture,
leaving it cratered and scattered with rocks. Spiky sedges, goldenrod, and poplar seedlings
sprouted from the open divots as the land began to heal itself. Now impossible to mow and
unsuitable for grazing, the whole pasture needed to be plowed and re-seeded – a cost I could not
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afford, and that the landlord would not cover. Unable to find someone to share the property with,
I gave up the lease.
It’s cool, though, because I have a new game plan now. In the future there will be no
more renting, no more business partners. I will suck it up and work this shitty office job, save
some money for a down payment, and apply for a farm mortgage through FSA. I figured that
having a farm business management class under my belt would make me a more attractive loan
applicant, so here I am.
Todays’ class is on diversity and equity in the food system. There’s no doubt in my mind
that the topic is important, but I’m finding it hard to see the relevance to farm business
management. The guest panelists, all beginning farmers, take their seats at the front of the room,
their backs to the glossy white dry erase board. The discussion is on providing subsidized food to
low-income families. But from what I can tell, there is no mention of how the farmers can
actually afford to give away so much free and subsidized food – just that they did.
I grow anxious in my chair. I happened to know all the panelists, so I also know what is
not being discussed in this conversation on equity – that one was a landlord and had income from
several rental properties, one had parents who paid for their entire farm, and one had a spouse
who was a professor at an Ivy league university. I had none of those things, but I did have a
$39,000 salary from my new office job, as long as I could make it through the next couple years
without literally drinking myself under the table.

***
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Far from implying that all first-generation farmers have secret trust funds, my hope in
sharing that story is to open a new realm of interrogation into thinking about equity among
beginning farmers. The purpose of political economy, as Henry Bernstein writes, is to determine
how the means of production and reproduction are distributed (Bernstein 2010). In the narrative
shared above, the farmers with access to intergenerational wealth, rentier income, or lucrative
off-farm income were the ones with access to the means of production. They also had access to
the means of charitable distribution of farm products since their class status afforded them the
option to give away a portion of their potential income.
This chapter introduces a few of the first-generation Hudson Valley farmers who were
generous enough to offer their candid and thoughtful opinions and stories 10. During our phone
conversations, I asked them how they were able to access the land and capital to start their farm
operations. I also asked them questions about their income. Given my own experiences, it
seemed dubious that so many were able to pay for upfront costs like animal feed, potting soil,
seeds, tools, fencing supplies, etc., while maintaining enough liquidity to cover their day-to-day
expenses. How did they do it?
I discovered that, among my sample group, there are relatively few pathways for
financing a start-up farm. Contrary to what entrepreneurial mythologies might suggest, only two
farmers in the entire group purchased and financed their farms with money from their own
income. Those farms, featured in Part I, are outliers. Of the remaining group, discussed in Part II,
four farmers funded or plan to fund their operations with testamentary inheritance money; six
farmers received or expected to receive gifts or personal loans from living family members; and
two farmers were able to receive loans only after their parents co-signed, for a total of twelve

10

Their names and locations have been changed or left out to protect their anonymity.
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farmers who benefitted in some way from intergenerational transfers of wealth. The remaining
six farmers in the sample group who did not directly benefit from inherited family wealth
obtained funding through a variety of less conventional pathways, often ending up as renters on
land owned by impact investment firms or wealthy individuals. This group will be discussed in
Part III.
While the sample population is small, these stories echo broader trends explored in
research in the housing market which argues that inheritance and assetized wealth are
increasingly dominant drivers of class formation and inequality (Adkins et al. 2020; Christophers
2018; Stiglitz 2015). First-time home buyers don't “just happen” to have access to
intergenerational wealth. Likewise, the same is true for first-generation farmers. Instead, I argue,
decades of neoliberal economic policies have culminated to create greater concentrations of
wealth, leaving farm land ownership open to a relatively privileged few.

***

How to get a farm, Part I
“You buy a house, right? You save up money and you buy a house, and it has a bunch of
land? Right?”

Greg and Miranda raise mostly hogs, a few dozen laying hens, and grow cut flowers on
their 15 acre farm in the Hudson Valley. Like most of the farmers I spoke with, they were
genuinely concerned about land access. They care deeply about sustainable farming and want to
see many more people beginning and succeeding in that role. As Greg and I chatted I could sense
the enthusiasm of a fellow farm nerd. A science teacher with an affinity for permaculture
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podcasts, Greg talked amicably and candidly about his pathway to land ownership. At 50 and
now preparing for retirement, he was the oldest first-generation farmer among those I
interviewed. He grew up in the Hudson Valley, and remembers when there “was still a fair bit of
agriculture.” As a kid, Greg lived within walking distance of two dairy farms where he spent
time with childhood friends and worked on 4H projects.
In his early 20s, he had a brief stint on a small diversified non-profit farm before
beginning his teaching career. “So at 24, 25, 26, we would have been those people who could not
access land,” he said. He would have pursued a farming career sooner, but at the time, it just
didn’t occur to him that leasing land was an option. “Unless your independently wealthy,
[leasing land is] probably the way in initially… But you know, that wasn’t something that was
on my radar back in the day. I just sort of thought you had to buy a farm, or you couldn’t farm.
That’s why it took so long [to start my own operation].”
After nine years in production, the farm is still not profitable and neither Miranda nor
Greg compensate themselves for their labor. Greg says, “…the biggest issue is just the expense
of the startup. And taking a while to sort of settle on what it was we were going to do. So every
time we tried something different, we spent money to do that.”
He and Miranda were able to purchase their farm after they both sold houses from their
previous marriages and combined assets. Unlike other farmers I spoke with, they both had long
careers that allowed them to save money over time. Greg pauses while Miranda joins our
conversation from another room. “… she says the land we got is not good - it’s not farmland.”
He elaborates:
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Yeah. Even in the end, like, what we can afford and, and then what, you know, is just
practical in terms of [being] near my work… We probably would have needed even more
money to buy actual farmland that would have also contributed to profitability.
Greg and Miranda both hope to retire within the next one to five years, and plan to dedicate more
time to scaling their farm to a size at which they can be more profitable.
There was only one other farmer in my sample group who, like Greg and Miranda, both
owned their land and financed it with their own income. Jason, a beef farmer in his 40s with a
young family, had previously worked in investing. He still receives income from investment
properties because, according to him, “You can’t support a family of three kids on a 60 animal
beef farm. It’s just… the economics don’t work.”
Like most farmers I spoke with, Jason had a college degree. In fact, only two out of 20
farmers I spoke with did not have a bachelor’s degree or higher. In Jason’s case, his Ivy League
business school education gave him an edge when learning how to manage a farm business. His
wife has a professional career, which helped maintain liquidity while he built up a high-quality
beef herd.
What I see, more often than not, I think… probably the hardest part for folks is just
getting the scale right, where [the farm business] supports itself. That’s the challenge. I
don’t know if it’s feasible in the Northeast without a ton of money upfront to create an
entity that would fully support yourself on a standalone basis.
Jason was eager to convey that his farm pays for itself, but he also added, “My wife will
tell you that farming is very possible when you take out labor expense, i.e. my time.” While
Jason recognizes the challenge of making an income from farming, he doesn’t recognize the
cultural capital he brings to the farm through his education in business, or the importance of
compensating for his labor. Throughout our conversations he occasionally berated other farmers
for their lack of business skills, ironically proclaiming,
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I run [the farm] like a business. I don't know that everyone else does run [their farm] like
a business. I don't know that everyone else, you know, files tax returns and takes
advantage of all the tax tools and everything else... You know, every person calls me and
says they want to start a farm, I say go read the tax code, and understand how it works,
right. And that's, that's how you survive, right? The farm pays for the house and the
mortgage right? Through taxes. You just need to go read it and understand it, but no one
seems to want to do that.

When I asked him about how he was able to obtain the financing and capital to start his
farm, he answered abruptly, “You buy a house, right? You save up money and you buy a house,
and it has a bunch of land? Right?” Jason’s attitude around money and land acquisition reflects a
common misconception that this research aims to displace. A myth persists that beginning
farmers have simply worked hard, saved their money, and invested it in some land. While that is
sometimes true, it is by no means the entire story. The idea that first-generation farmers accessed
their land based on some meritocratic advantage ignores both the depth of economic, racial, and
ethnic inequality, and the macroeconomic conditions with which we interact.

***

How to get a farm, Part II
“I don't know how you replicate that if you didn't have parents that could do that sort of
thing.”

Gretchen had just finished getting her daughter off to Zoom class when I called her for
our interview. Out of all the farmers I spoke with, Gretchen and her husband and farming partner
Adam had by far the most complicated pathway to land access. They were also the most
diversified, growing certified organic vegetables for a small CSA, and cut flowers which
Gretchen sells in fresh bouquets through the summer and dried arrangements through the winter.
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They also raise pastured pork, beef, turkey, and chickens for meat and eggs. Their farm is on 175
owned acres and 100 adjacent leased acres. Gretchen credits Barbara Kingsolver’s book Animal,
Vegetable, Miracle, and her love of working outdoors, as main influences on her career choice.
Compared to the research job that she had before beginning her farming career, she say, “It felt
like a better fit where I could see if you're farming in a way where you're being a steward of the
soil, then you can be an important part of an ecosystem and not just be destructive.”
The couple moved back to Adam’s hometown in the Midwest to start a farm nearby to his
family, but found that their “garden,” as their neighbors called it, stuck out like a sore thumb
among thousands of acres of corn and soybeans. While they both felt compelled to stick it out
and work to change the culture around industrial farming, at $10,000 an acre or more, they were
priced out of the Midwestern land market. Gretchen also recalls how every sale felt like “an
uphill slog.” They ended up in the Hudson Valley, where customers were more open to their
style of farming, and where land was more affordable to young folks without a lot of money.
They decided to pursue a management-to-ownership opportunity. The current farm owners, who
had owned the farm as a retirement project, had purchased the barns, tractors, land and house
from a family of elderly bachelor brothers for $60,000 25 years ago. Now the farm was worth
$650,000.
Anxious to retire and confronted with a cash offer from another local farmer, the owners
gave Gretchen and Adam one month to prove they could come up with the money. A New York
State conservation program paid for 2/3rd of the farm’s value, but because the wheels of
bureaucracy move slowly, it would have taken up to a year for the paperwork to go through.
Without the luxury of time, Gretchen and Adam had to pull together a bridge loan to cover the
value of the easement. By the end of it, there were three land trusts involved. The lesson,
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Gretchen says, is that “we now know a lot of people are out there who are very willing to help
young farmers who have no money to figure out how to get money to buy their land.”
But while the work of the land trusts were critical to this process, Gretchen and Adam
still needed to finance the last third of the value through Farm Credit. “The key there,” Gretchen
recalls, “was that my parents were willing to cosign on that loan, because my parents, you know,
they’re homeowners, they have impeccable credit and ample savings. So they could get a
mortgage anywhere. So that's the one where I'm like, I don't know how you replicate that if you
didn't have parents that that could do that sort of a thing.”
Another first-generation farmer, Wendy, also had help from family. She and her husband
John started their farm in a suburban area of the Hudson Valley, in a large back yard that was
part of a family-owned business. After outgrowing that location, they moved to a rented farm
that they found through a land link program. Incredibly, the owners of the rented farm property
paid to replace all the old, dilapidated barns with bigger, brand new ones so that Wendy and her
husband could have enough room for their livestock. Even so, renting land isn’t ideal for the
young farmers who have a different vision for the property than the owners. They’d prefer to buy
their own land, and plan to do so with money raised from the pending sale of some income
properties owned by their parents. The rent generated from those properties, along with Wendy’s
off-farm income from an office job, helped the couple manage liquidity during their start-up
phase. They haven’t paid themselves for their labor yet and put all of their extra cash into the
farm. Wendy isn’t worried about saving towards retirement, saying, “I just plan to inherit my
family's assets, which will be enough for me to retire on. So that’s just the honest truth.” This
statement raises an important insight into the role of self-exploitation, which will be returned to
later.
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A lot of farmers I spoke with noted how much land prices had increased recently –
especially since the COVID-19 crisis which caused a real estate boom as wealthy NYC residents
fled the city in search of havens from the virus (Lasky 2021). But other farmers I spoke with, like
Nina and Kyle, were able to buy land before prices and competition became prohibitive. Nina is
one of only two farmers I spoke with who didn’t have a bachelor’s degree or higher. Influenced
by food politics and vegetarianism in her teens, she started her farming career straight out of high
school, “WWOOFing” (World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms) at farms around the world
before settling down in the Hudson Valley ten years later. Skipping college meant that the money
her parents had intended for tuition could be spent on some land instead. She rolled her parcel in
with her husband Kyle’s operation, which was already up and running when they met. Speaking
for Kyle, she says:
[His family] helped him start up the farm. I think they were just very generous and
wanted to help. So, yeah. We’re privileged, like very privileged in that way. Like it's
not… it's not excessive… We have very little land compared to other market growers
in the city, we have very little land, but like, the fact like we own it outright. And like
everything, we own it outright, I think that's like a very privileged position we're in.
Even farmers like Kyle and Nina who are able to access inter-generational family wealth to start
their farms still aren’t able to buy much land in total. Together, they only own seven acres that
Nina describes as “subpar” in terms of soil quality.
Grace and Robert haven’t been farming for quite as long, and as younger farmers than
Kyle and Nina, they are in earlier stages of their careers and have yet to purchase their own land.
Grace had a bachelor’s degree and worked for a non-profit before she started farming. Her
partner Robert left a PhD program to pursue a career in agriculture. They both apprenticed at an
endowed non-profit new farmer training farm before signing a lease at a turn-key organic CSA
business. Unfortunately this past season their landlords decided not to renew their lease. Left
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feeling jaded from the process, Grace and Robert have decided they no longer wish to rent land,
and instead plan to buy property with a trust that Grace inherited when her mother passed away.
Now, however, land prices in the Hudson Valley have surged as people from New York City
scramble for property:
You can't put in an offer at market rate… Somebody will have a cash offer that's above
market rate and just like, buy it [out from under] you, like steal it from you. So that was
definitely an indication that it wasn't going to work for us, because we already have
limited, like, a limited amount of money to put towards a down payment. And not to
mention all of the capital costs that come with, you know, building a farm from the
ground up.
Even with a cash infusion from Grace’s trust, these beginning farmers aren’t able to buy land in
the current real estate market, and at the moment, are uncertain of their future careers.
Another first-generation farmer couple, Jane and Brendan, received a low-interest family
loan of $140,000 to buy their farm. Both educated at a private liberal arts college, Jane and her
husband Brendan were drawn to farming because of the opportunity it presented for addressing
social justice and food access issues. She spent a few years training at CSA farms in the Hudson
Valley area while her husband Brendan worked in a professional job, allowing them to save
money before they embarked on a serious land search in 2011. They found a property in the
Hudson Valley area with some land and a house for $300,000 – a little outside of their price
range. After working with a local land trust to put the property in a conservation easement, the
price came down to a more acceptable $200,000. Jane’s family, described as “frugal people who
had made a good living and had lots of other privileges,” held the mortgage for most of the
remaining value of the farm. What is unique about Jane and Brendan’s story, other than the size
of their family loan relative to the other farmers in this sample, is the way she describes her
family’s decision to offer the loan, and the conspicuous, mid-Great Recession timing. Jane
recalls:
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So they were willing to hold our mortgage at like, I don't know, maybe 2%. Because they
have retirement funds, and because they were nearing retirement age at that time. Like
they wouldn't ever be making more than 2% off of their retirement savings, because they
had, like conservative stuff. And we would always have to pay more than 2% and so they
were like, ‘Okay, this was two birds with one stone.’
These stories raise an interesting point, and one that doesn’t just apply to farmland. Brett
Christophers argues that, following decades of wage stagnation and neoliberal economic
policies, the millennial generation came of age at a time when the privatization of wealth had
reached a critical tenor (Christophers 2018). While one may assume that older people enjoy
greater wealth simply because they’ve had a longer time to accumulate it, this factor alone
cannot account for the current wealth gap. Instead, he contends that the rate of exploitation of
workers has increased over the last 30-40 years, exacerbating income inequality and reducing
the number of young workers who are able to access private property markets. Thus, those who
are able to do so are more likely to have benefitted from intergenerational transfers of wealth,
“either through cash transfer (gifted or loaned) and/or through risk-sharing mechanisms such as
joint mortgages. Alternatively, some parents elect to purchase property in their own name and
then allow their child to occupy it while paying a below-market rent” (Christophers 2018:113).
For many young people, then, accessing wealth is increasingly dependent on having parents who
are wealthy enough to give them cash for a down payment, or are at least property owners
themselves.
Along similar lines, Adkins, Cooper, and Konings contend that “the key element shaping
inequality is no longer the employment relationship, but rather whether one is able to buy assets
that appreciate at a faster rate than both inflation and wages” (Adkins, Cooper, and Konings
2020:5). Based on my conversations with first-generation farmers, I agree that access to
assetized wealth is an underappreciated factor exacerbating inequality today. This work opens up
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another way to conceptualize first-generation farmers’ experiences with land access. In this new
light, intergeneration wealth transfers become “key mechanisms for across the board social
stratification” – what the authors call asset-based class positions (Adkins et al. 2020:76). These
class positions exist along a continuum. For example, new farmers Gretchen and Adam were
able to access land wealth because their parents co-signed their loans, while new farmer Wendy
plans to buy her farm outright with income from the sale of their family’s investment properties.
The story told by journalists and authors of hard-working farmers seeking a better life on the
land, searching for ways to address the problems of the U.S. food system, is a limited one. It
accounts for their motivations, but it doesn’t account for their ability to realize those motivations.
Additionally, the class statuses of first-generation farmers can help us understand both their entry
and persistence as simple commodity producers: Inherited wealth is used to finance capital
investments, and the expectation of future inheritances allows them to engage in self-exploitation
and ignore opportunity costs of jobs where they would be better compensated.
As we will see in the next section, first-generation farmers without access to direct cash
transfers or inherited wealth must find alternative pathways to land tenure, often ending up as
renters on land owned by wealthy individuals or impact investment firms. These experiences are
equally important to highlight, as they tell a different but complementary story about farm life in
the asset economy.

***

How to get a farm, Part III:
“We’re just lucky”
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Mason’s story is a familiar one to many first-generation farmers, including myself. He
had a good job in a salaried professional career but was miserable working in an office. His
mental health suffered to the point where his office job became untenable, so he decided to spend
a few years learning the ropes at other farms. Unfortunately, the wages at those jobs were too
low, and a few years later he was in a financial predicament. Now with ruined credit and no
savings, Mason says that he had little hope for starting his own operation. He was frustrated with
the beginning farmer support programs that he’d participated in before, like training or business
planning classes. “…They'll talk to you about soil samples all day, but like, nobody gives a shit
about actually helping.” Mason needed capital more than training. After getting turned down for
a loan at Farm Credit East, he sought help from a private equity group, which I’ll refer to as The
Group:

It's like, quote, unquote, impact investing, right? Where like, the people that that are
investing in it, are like, ‘oh, we're investing in this but like, we're also preserving
farmland.’ The guy that runs it is super awesome but like, worked for [a global
investment firm]. I mean, like, they make their money, like, they know what they're
doing. And so what they do is they do like a lease to own for farms, and again, they make
their money. It's not like, oh, if it's a good deal- it's like no, it’s for people like me who
have the experience.

While somewhat skeptical about the nature of impact investing, Mason was clear that he
appreciated his relationship with The Group, saying that working with them “opened doors” (to
grants, support networks, market opportunities) that he didn’t know existed by connecting him
with their extensive social and professional network. The Group saw Mason as a good
investment based on not only on his experience as a farmer but also on his experience in
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marketing and business management. His educational background and job training outside of
agriculture prepared Mason with the cultural capital he needed to access financing.
Even with the support and financing Mason received from The Group, he still came up
short. He cashed in his retirement savings and pawned family heirlooms. His parents even kicked
in $10,000 to cover start-up costs, lawyers’ fees, and insurance. Like so many other farmers I
spoke with, intergenerational family wealth was needed to get the operation going. With all this
support and now four years into business, one might expect that Mason’s farm is doing really
well. But in our interview, he reported paying himself only $400 a month to cover miscellaneous
expenses (housing and utilities are expensed as part of the farm business). He hopes to be paying
himself a salary by year six of his lease when his option to purchase becomes available. Until
then, he continues to struggle with saving money for a down payment and plans to start a Patreon
account to crowd fund for the farm.
The Group was not the only private equity firm I heard about during my conversations
with beginning farmers. There are also several investor-managed tenant and incubator-type farms
in the Hudson Valley. Out of the twenty farmers interviewed, six of them had direct involvement
with one of these investor-managed farm centers during their start-up.
Steve is one such farmer. He describes his first land tenure arrangement as “kind of
unusual.” He met a generous landowner who was interested in being involved in local agriculture
and agreed to lease him some land rent-free for his first year. In the following years, rent
payment was tied to the farm’s revenue. These kinds of agreements are, as we shall see, not
unusual at all. To the contrary, a majority of farmers I spoke with mentioned having, or knowing
another farmer who has, some sort of unique “deal” with a generous landowner.
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After outgrowing his first arrangement and running into soil quality issues, Steve moved
to a leased parcel on a newly incorporated investment property. He describes the leasing
organization as an institution that raises money from investors to buy a large parcel of land or
several parcels which are closely adjacent to a town. The institution then forms an LLC, sells the
development rights to a land conservancy, and leases out smaller parcels to organic farmers. The
institution Steve was describing owns several of such properties in the Hudson Valley area. He
explains,
I don't know what exactly brings all of these people to these projects. A lot of them seem
to just have a lot of like idle funds that they're not using and are looking for, you know,
some kind of like, sustainable, environmentally conscious investment.
Steve’s story hints at a broader economic trend working behind the scenes of these impact
investment firms. Investors with “idle funds,” i.e. overaccumulated capital, might see land as a
low-risk investment vehicle. In Steve’s particular arrangement, the investors received
compensation for the initial sale of the development rights to a land trust. On top of that, the
investors were guaranteed a two percent annual return on their land, and of course also benefit
from the appreciation on the land. However, he says, that agreement became overly burdensome
to the farmers:
It was kind of clear to everyone that it just didn't work in the budget to actually be giving
this like annual cash return to the investors. The only way that could really be achieved
was by like, really, really overcharging the farmers on their rents, which is what, which is
what [the investment group] was originally doing… And all of the investors subsequently
have agreed to forego this annual return. Because it's just not possible to make it happen.
Steve expressed two main concerns with these types of rented tenure arrangements. For one, he
is occasionally required to foot the bill on permanent infrastructure improvements that go
towards increasing the value of land he does not own. The second, more significant concern,
addresses long term financial sustainability:
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There are a lot of different kind of experiments happening right now with young farmers
doing long term lease arrangements where they don't own the land. And I think that it's
going to be maybe a challenge for a lot of those [farmers] to retire if they, you know,
continue in those arrangements, or careers…. [because] they won't have really
accumulated much in the way of valuable assets if they don't own the land. You know,
equipment, and stuff all deteriorates over time… I think through most of agricultural
history, the sort of means of farmers to accumulate wealth over their career is to, you
know, be paying off the land that they're farming, and then eventually owning it
completely.
Steve continues to farm on the LLC’s property and holds a 30-year lease on his parcel.
Jeff, another young grower in the Hudson Valley, started farming shortly after
completing high school, eventually ending up on a parcel owned by the same “values-based
LLC” as Steve. Jeff and his farming partner and spouse Heidi farmed there for a short time
before running into issues.
There was just no real long term future in that property, because there was no prospect of
equity generation… and we were at the point where we were not going to be able to
continue to increase our profitability without investing in infrastructure, like real
infrastructure. And it just really didn't make sense. No matter what way we looked at, it
just didn't make sense to do on the leased ground.
Jeff describes his new farm property as a “Cinderella story” after the couple stumbled upon some
land that wasn’t even on the market. The owner, a very successful business man from New York
City, had bought the farm and used it as a hunting and vacation property since the late 80s. Jeff
and Heidi were offered a generous deal: a three year lease on the farm, during which time they
would work on coming up with financing. This long window has afforded them the opportunity
to apply for an FSA loan, which usually takes too long to approve for most other sales. The
owner also offered the farm for 20% below market value, with only $5,000 down.
He doesn't need to get every penny out of the farm to live a comfortable life… You
know, he's been successful, he's got plenty of money. So he was able to kind of let that go
for the sake of keeping the farm going. And the fact that he really liked Heidi and I, I
think was a big was a big part of it.
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Jeff and I started talking about “the deal,” something I heard about from others as well. He says,
We're just lucky. Like Heidi and I are just lucky, you know. And Heidi said to me,
she said, ‘Well, that's the problem.’ She said the problem with all of us young farmers
who actually like get somewhere and get some things is that we all get lucky. There's no
structure right now for people who are just good [at farming] to make it happen…at least
in this area… But yeah, there's always a deal. There's always some kind of finagling,
some kind of wiggle, that makes it happen. And ours happened to be a rich guy who liked
us.
Jeff wasn’t the only farmer who expressed a sense of luck or being blessed with good fortune.
Brandon, a vegetable farmer, rents his one-acre plot from a friend of a friend:
We're, you know, we're incredibly lucky to have the connection with them where we
have access to this land… We just pay him $1 a year and a CSA share, basically, so we're
incredibly lucky in that way.
Another farmer, Randy, describes his own land tenure situation as a “non-ordinary
circumstance,” explaining how he was able to negotiate a transition of ownership from a retired
actuary turned hobby farmer. Randy didn’t have any savings going into the purchase and was
offered a low-interest loan of $25,000 from a neighbor.
It's a very fortunate situation. You know, like I said, I was super blessed, because I'm
sure a lot of circumstances didn't work out so smoothly, you know?
Randy plans to raise more capital from family members and friends so that he can scale the
business to a profitable size.
So what is luck, exactly? Recall Greenhorns founder, Severine von Tscharner Fleming,
speaking about land access in a Grist article from 2010: “First step: manufacture some magic!
You’ll soon figure out the particular troubles accessing land in the community you want to farm
— but basically it’s a lot easier to find land in smaller towns away from major cities. It’s of
course a lot easier if you have cousins or uncles who own some land, and it’s also a lot easier if
you are friendly, responsible, hardworking, and lucky!” (Hoffner 2010).
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Gillespie and Johnson also identify luck as a key element in determining new farmers’
success. They define luck as “events outside of an operator’s control [which] can happen singly
and coincidentally, potentially to the operator’s benefit and potentially to his or her detriment”
(Gillespie and Johnson 2010: 40). Rather than luck, however, I suggest that the dynamic at work
for Mason, Jeff, Randy, and other farmers is instead a combination, in varying proportions, of
access to both economic and cultural capital. Thus far, this research has dealt with class as
defined mainly by access to material means of production – financial capital via inherited wealth.
However, it would be negligent given the availability of rich sociological theory, to ignore the
possible role of other forms of capital in transferring social power. How is capital transferred
where class boundaries are contradictory, fluid, paradoxical, or nuanced? And how does this
framework help us understand farm life in the asset economy?
Bourdieu sought to overcome the impasse between the Marxists’ strictly objective
understanding of class formation (based on material properties), and Weberians’, who would
argue that class is differentiated subjectively (based on the experiences of agents). This debate
echoes the impasse in agrarian studies between Marxists and neo-populists. In Bourdieu’s
theorization, these two interpretations are not mutually exclusive. Rather, capital can transform
into symbolic forms, “…[presupposing] a form of labor as visible expenditure (which need not
be conspicuous) of time, money, and energy, a redistribution that is necessary to ensure the
recognition of the distribution… which is also an acknowledgement of value” (Bourdieu
2013:299). Bodies (gendered and racialized), language, accent, religion, education, clothing, etc.,
all function as signs of recognition, “as a kind of primordial language, through which we are
spoken more than we speak it” (298).
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For Bourdieu, class was a social relationship more than a matter of objective material
means. His work outlines economic, cultural (or informational), social, and symbolic capital
(Bourdieu 1987), describing them as “powers or forms of capital which are or can become
efficient, like aces in a game of cards, in this particular universe, that is, in the struggle (or
competition) for the appropriation of scarce goods of which this universe is the site” (Bourdieu
1987:4).
For first-generation farmers without access to inherited wealth, they rely not on luck, but
on these relational forms of capital. Mason, for example, had the benefit of some family
investment, but it didn’t amount to nearly enough to finance his farm business. He was able to
secure financing through a private impact investment firm because they were attracted by his
previous career in marketing. Another farmer, Randy, said that he connected with a retiring
hobby farmer over their shared Christian values. Similar to the stars of The Biggest Little Farm,
beginning farmer Brandon met a generous land owner through his personal networks, what
Bourdieu would consider to be a form of social capital.
The transmutation of power through relational forms of capital become all the more
significant in cases where financial means of capital accumulation are impossible. Bourdieu
writes of precapitalist societies: “More generally, the stronger the censorship of the direct
manifestations of the power of capital (economic or even cultural), the more capital must be
accumulated in the form of symbolic capital” (Bourdieu 2013:301, fn 15). In other words, for
serfs who were precluded from land ownership and other means of accumulation, symbolic
capital11 was their only currency. While I hesitate to draw too close an analogy between today’s
capitalist economy and feudal economies, the comparison is not entirely outside of the realm of

Symbolic capital is “the form the different types of capital take once they are perceived and recognized as legitimate”
(Bourdieu 1987:4).
11
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credulity. Adkins et al. describe the contemporary forces which reshape social class as mixing
“‘hypercapitalist’ logics of financialization with ‘feudal’ logics of inheritance” (Adkins, Cooper
and Koning 2020:6), and historical sociologist Robert Brenner has speculated as to whether we
are currently undergoing a transformation towards new schemes of accumulation that bear more
in common with precapitalist social relations (Brenner and Riley 2021). Specifically, these
scholars are referring to the expropriation of value, based not on productive labor, but on the
ownership of scarce assets, otherwise known as rentierism (Christophers 2020a).
For first-generation farmers, that scarce asset is land – within reasonable proximity to
affluent markets, and with productive enough soils and climate to support high-value crops like
vegetables. Stiglitz argues that understanding rent sheds much needed light on growing income
inequality despite decades of stagnating wages (Stiglitz 2015), describing this process as a
centrifugal force, deepening inequality through both political and economic means, driving
downward class mobility among younger people. This force exerts disproportionate leverage on
people of color, who are less likely to benefit from inherited economic capital (Ashman and
Neumuller 2020; Modi and Sewell 2021).
While the presence of boutique impact investment firms may seem small in the grand
scheme of global finance, these findings support claims around broader changes in farmland
ownership trends. Out of the 20 farmers I spoke with, nine of them had interactions with eight
different private financial partners. Those financial partners included one private mortgage loan
lender, one private operational capital lender, three incubator farm LLCs (some with multiple
locations), and three endowed non-profit farm education centers.
So how can the presence of these financial actors inform Kautsky’s agrarian question? In
the following chapter I will make use of geographer David Harvey’s work on theories of
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capitalist crises to demonstrate how we might see the ownership and transfer of land wealth in
the post-Great Recession economy as a spatial fix. Scholars more recently have advocated for the
application of the spatial fix to a broader array of landscapes, both rural and urban, especially
among ever more urgent calls to address climate change through investments in green
technologies (Ekers and Prudham 2017). Ekers and Prudham’s work has built on Harvey’s,
merging with Smith’s theory of nature as accumulation strategy (Smith 2007) to show how
capitalist crises manifest in what the authors have termed “socioecological fixes.” These capital
accumulation schemes are co-constituted through both nature and finance (Bryant 2018;
Fairbairn 2020; Henderson 1998), and while some have expressed tepid optimism towards the
potential role of finance to mobilize capital for sustainable development, there is cause for
skepticism as well (Castree and Christophers 2015). The stories shared by first-generation
farmers during our conversations raise doubts about the possibility of more democratized and
equitable land distribution given current economic prospects.
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CHAPTER 3
Money moves: Eco-fixing and the future of regenerative agriculture

Recall the agrarian question as posed by Karl Kautsky: “whether, and how, capital is
seizing hold of agriculture, revolutionizing it, making old forms of production and property
untenable and creating the necessity for new ones” (Kautsky 1988:12). While some research has
focused on the disappearance, persistence, or reappearance of small and mid-sized “family”
farms, this research is more concerned, as Kautsky says, with how capital is seizing hold of
agriculture, and how those transformations shape, facilitate, or impede land access for beginning
farmers. I’ve argued thus far that this framework has been underutilized for understanding the
beginning farmers movement in the U.S.
As we’ve explored up to this point, there is a confluence of dynamics which mediate
prospects for first-generation farmer success in the post Great-Recession asset economy. At the
outset of this research, we began with an opportunity to usher along a just transition to
sustainable agriculture. This opportunity, hastened by the calls for food systems change by
writers like Barbara Kingsolver and Michael Pollen, energized a new generation of young people
to pursue careers in sustainable agriculture. At the same time, current U.S. farmers were nearing
retirement age in increasing proportion, with their land set to transition ownership with no
successor in place. As neoliberal logics would propose, the market was best equipped to handle
this transition, and this entrepreneurial group of young farmers, more diverse in race, gender and
ethnicity than their predecessors, would therefore take the reins and facilitate the transition.
But the outcome of this transition is in no way predetermined. There is just as much of an
opportunity for increasing inequality in agriculture as there is for more just, equitable, and
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sustainable agriculture. In the previous chapter we saw how some first-generation farmers rely
on inherited economic capital to access land, consistent with research from the housing sector
that links inherited wealth transfers with increasing inequality. We also saw how some firstgeneration farmers rely on cultural or social capital to navigate a land market increasingly
dominated by both individual and institutional investors. Without having interviewed these
investors, it is tenuous to speculate on their motives. However, it is possible to make some
projections based on previous research. Building on Harvey’s theory of crises of
overaccumulation, this last chapter provides one possible, though incomplete, way of
understanding why private finance is suddenly in the business of capitalizing the U.S. beginning
farmers movement. If the goal is to encourage, support, and advocate for the proliferation of
knowledge- and labor-intensive methods of agricultural production and a just transition to
sustainable agriculture (Carlisle, De Wit, et al. 2019; Carlisle, Montenegro de Wit, et al. 2019),
then we must understand the role of finance in shaping the landscape of agrarian change.
Geographer David Harvey’s work on crises of overaccumulation is insightful for
understanding the switch from financial to real assets following the sub-prime mortgage crisis of
2007-08. He provides a helpful summary: “Overaccumulation stems from contradictions
between the productive forces and social relations within the process of circulation of capital.
These contradictions break the desired unity between the production and realization of surplus
value. The unity can be restored only forcibly through crises of devaluation” (Harvey 2018). Put
simply, capital’s incessant drive for accumulation ultimately leads to a disequilibrium, causing a
crisis.
Harvey asserts that overaccumulation and devaluation may be temporarily overcome
through the extension of credit, addressing underconsumption while monopolizing the right of
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capital to future value production. He writes, “…the first sign of overaccumulation occurs with
the increasing difficulty of converting commodities or property titles into money at a price that
allows the average rate of profit to be realized… Individual capitalists and other financial agents
can bypass this difficulty by extending credit” (Harvey 2018:309). Unfortunately, credit could be
seen as a temporary solution to devaluation at best. But at worst, it obscures underlying
imbalances while simultaneously exacerbating them. Such is the case of the 2007-8 sub-prime
mortgage crisis: The unfettered extension of sub-prime mortgages caused a speculative boom in
the housing sector while masking problems of stagnating wages and unemployment, rendered
visible only when homeowners defaulted on their mortgages en masse.
During a liquidity crisis such as the 2007-8 sub-prime mortgage meltdown, investors
seeking to preserve the value of their capital will turn to other investment options backed by
“real” assets. Harvey writes, “The surpluses of labor power, of commodities, of productive
capacity and of money capital are potentially convertible into fixed capital. This is a fundamental
and important theoretical insight. It says, in effect, that the contradictions of accumulation
produce the necessary preconditions for fixed capital formation on a periodic basis” (Harvey
2018:218-219). However, real assets present their own set of contradictions and are of course
also subject to devaluation “[s]ince the employment of fixed capital means an increase in the
productivity of labor, the switch from circulating to fixed capital can only exacerbate the
problem of overaccumulation in the long run” (Harvey 2018:219). In agriculture, this might
include new infrastructure and machinery, but it might also include land. Investors intent on
diversification and risk management have found new financial vehicles for agricultural
investment. For example, the agricultural commodities futures market has seen a huge increase
in speculative investment since the 1980s, aided by the technological development of securities
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which provide the fluidity required for constantly increasing accumulation (Clapp 2020). These
financial vehicles played a critical role in delivering an opportunity for capital to “switch” from
the housing sector to the agriculture sector, taking advantage of, and ultimately worsening, the
global food price crisis.
It is no coincidence that the global land rush began gathering steam around the same time
in 2007. Between 2000 and 2007, global food prices had been on a steady upward trend. Though
economists quibble over the exact cause, it is impossible to ignore the role of speculative
investment flowing into the agricultural futures market in pushing those prices higher still (Clapp
2012, Mittal 2009). By 2009, an estimated 1 billion people worldwide were without adequate
food or nutrition (McMichael 2013:110). For investors, however, high food prices meant good
returns, opening the possibility for land investments to become lucrative. Furthermore, as
Madeleine Fairbairn writes in the book Fields of Gold, “…the fact that land is a scarce and
appreciating resource becomes at least as important as its ability to generate profit by producing
crops. At these times, investors are happy to take their capital out of motion and fix it safely in
the ground” (Fairbairn 2020:58). Hedge funds buying farmland in 2008 would extract not only
income from production (which they managed or contracted out), but also ground rent, capital
gains from appreciation, and profit from financialized activity – literally vertically integrating the
returns from farmland from the ground up. As Harvey says, “Financial crises have in fact
become a preferred means to accelerate the concentrations of economic and political power into
elite hands” (Harvey 2018:xxvi). Indeed, by 2017, investment management firm TIAA was one
the largest owner of farmland in the world, controlling 1.9 million acres of land worldwide
(Fairbairn 2020:5).
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From this analysis, one can now see how crises of capital shape land tenure relationships
worldwide. As Harvey says, “class struggle and factional conflict assume a spatial, often
territorial, aspect under capitalism…” (Harvey 2018:419). Private investment firms buy land
wherever the prospects look promising, from Latin America (Borras et al. 2012) to Africa
(Zagema 2011) to South East Asia (Kenney-Lazar 2018). This process is ubiquitous across the
globe, and large-scale land acquisition deals are becoming more common in highly developed
countries as well. According to the Realtors Land Institute, billionaire John Malone, media
mogul Ted Turner, and timber magnate Archi Emmerson are among the largest landowners in
the U.S. The top-100 list also includes Bill and Melinda Gates, Jeff Bezos, and the Kochs
(Realtors Land Institute 2020).
Many of the investment companies responsible for acquiring and managing such huge
tracts of land also claim sympathies with sustainable farming. Along with the post-Great
Recession move from financial to real assets, climate discourse and a drive towards carbonneutral investing has become a motivating factor as investors gear up for the “greening” of
capitalism, and investments in arable farmland provide a sink for carbon exchanges. As one
investor puts it, “I think it will be a global trend — looking for degraded land assets and
converting them to higher environmental status, whether through organic farming, land
regeneration or agri-forestry” (Evans 2021). Regenerative agricultural practices, with an even
greater opportunity for carbon sequestration, would put an even bigger dent in investment firms’
carbon bills.
Neil Smith wrote in 2007 that, “while the financialization of nature may only be in its
infancy, its scope and trajectory are already becoming clear” (Smith 2007:21), describing a
process of “a vertical integration of nature into capital [which involves] not just the production
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of nature ‘all the way down’, but its simultaneous financialization ‘all the way up’” (33).
Regenerative agriculture opens up an entirely new domain for capital accumulation – one in
which capital circulates through the soil via the good stewardship of the farmers. Farmers may
foot the bill for the labor and inputs like compost, but landlords or financiers may profit off of
that labor through possible future carbon credits, or from the appreciating value of land
converted to “a higher environmental status.” Hence, capital solves the nature problem (Mann
and Dickinson 1978) not by finding detours (Mooney 1982), but by moving from formal to real
subsumption, from extraction to cultivation (Boyd, Prudham, and Schurman 2001; Henderson
1998). This transition is complementary with a new regime of rentier capital, which
simultaneously precludes first-generation farmers from entering the exclusive ranks of private
property owners, while also dispossessing them of value circulating through the soil.
However, I must once again note that this transformation is in no way predetermined.
Social movements have historically resisted dispossession, as seen, for example, in the
international movement for food sovereignty spearheaded by La Via Campesina. Though this
movement hasn’t substantially taken root in the U.S. (Graddy-Lovelace 2017), there are still
opportunities for push back. In our conversations, beginning farmers expressed both class- and
race-informed critiques of the existing opportunities for land tenure and financial sustainability.
Many first-generation farmers interviewed for this research, like Steve and Jeff who we
met in Chapter 2, demonstrate a reluctance to make long-term investments in rented properties,
or note conflicts with landlords. They fully recognized the limitations of the terms of their
tenancy, voicing frustration with having to invest their own time and money improving the
landlord’s property. One among them, beginning farmer Grace, had to confront this decision
after their landlords decided not to renew their year-to-year lease, saying,
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It was like, okay, we're going to lease again, like, we don't want to have to deal with
building a whole farm, because it's going to be temporary for us would rather walk into
something that's already established and not spend all our time building up soils and like,
developing systems and you know, and also having to sink our own cash into a lot of
those assets that, you know, landowners don't see as residual having residual value.
Beginning farmers also recognize the financial incentives awarded to landowners that they do
not have access to. As one farmer, Ellen, who rents a parcel of land that is under a conservation
easement, said,
A lot of farmers are on, you know, leased land and the land owners get this tax write off
plus collect rent, and also get to sell their development rights for a big chunk of money.
So, you know, it's good because it preserves the land, you know, so I'm all for that. But I
think a lot of farmers who got started at similar times are in similar situations where we're
kind of like, wait a minute, who is this really for? Like, who does this really benefit?
Because looking down the road, we'll have paid our landlords $100,000 within five years
and own nothing and have no equity, and a job that is totally all about… is so site
specific.”
Ellen goes on to acknowledge her position as a “relatively privileged white woman,” wondering
how these types of lease arrangements could possibly work for farmers from less advantaged
positions:
I think that all these easements and stuff are done with the best of intentions. But I think
it's time to sort of check back in and say, okay, is this working for the farmers? Because
if your priority is making this work for young farmers, I think we need to come up with
something better…What can we do to make it realistic for anyone who isn't
independently wealthy?
One first-generation farmer I spoke with, Brian, got his start at an endowed non-profit
incubator where he operated a farm with his wife and one other business partner on a rented
parcel. Brian expressed gratitude for the opportunity the incubator provided, but also expressed
frustration at the number of times that he was left responsible for managing the property needs
outside of his own farm plot. Even with the seed capital that the three partners had raised from
their family members, they still had to take out a loan from a private impact investment group.
Ultimately, however, the board members of the incubator farm decided to dissolve the project,
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sending Brian and his wife on a search for their own land. Now, in the post-COVID real estate
market, the couple is priced out. They had some money put aside from an inheritance they
received, but decided against making a purchase, instead opting to work as managers on
someone else’s farm. He says,
And that's not an uncommon thing. It's like, the more you look, the more you're like, how
does this work? The more you hear, like, oh, that's because there's this wealthy backer.
You know, why that's why beginning farmers or young farmers end up working for a rich
person, because that seems like the only path to success, and we're literally going to do
the same thing.
During our conversations, farmers would often discuss their annoyance at the bankers, stock
brokers, lawyers, and corporate executives who they end up renting land from. Nina, who owns
her own property, says,
I feel like that situation is common like in the Hudson Valley where there's a lot of people
who are city folks who like, made their money in Wall Street and then like, wanted to
have a rural life and like quote unquote, like help the agricultural business in the in the
Hudson Valley. So they like hire these young kids who don't have enough money. And so
they're like, ‘hey, let's have an agreement - you farm on my land, and then I can like, kind
of self-congratulate myself for helping’ and like it looks pretty and like, yeah, they're
like, part of the solution kind of thing.
But young farmer advocacy groups are hamstrung by neoliberal ideology that praises
individual action, market mechanisms, and public-private partnerships for solving food systems
problems (Alkon and Mares 2012). For example, NYFC continues to encourage “alternative
lending” through events such as the one advertised in the Tweet below, in which beginning
farmers are matched with a new private lender called Steward to learn about personalized loan
assistance. Though they often employ decolonial and anti-racist rhetoric in their reports and
outreach materials (Butler 2020; Hughes 2021), it is unclear whether NYFC and their
constituents will come to embrace the anti-capitalist elements of the international movement for
food sovereignty or acknowledge the inherent coloniality of private property relations (Palmer
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2020). However, it is tenuous to say more on this until further empirical work has been
conducted to unpack the motivations of advocacy groups and private finance, and to better
understand how first-generation farmers feel about the participation of those firms.

Source: The National Young Farmers Coalition Twitter feed, May 4, 2021: https://twitter.com/YoungFarmers
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CONCLUSION
Agroecology for who?

According to one NYFC survey, 75 percent of young farmer respondents practice
“sustainable” agriculture (Ackoff et al. 2017), and as already discussed, are motivated by the
urgency of the ecological externalities of industrial agriculture. But in order for agriculture to be
sustainable, it must also address the social and economic limitations of the current production
model. As Holt-Gimenez, Shattuck, and Van Lammeren have written, “Agroecology is one tool
in the fight for what grassroots organizations are calling a ‘just transition’ – a transformation
from economic and ecological systems which are fundamentally extractive, to resilient food
systems that begin by addressing systemic inequities” (Holt-Giménez, Shattuck, and Van
Lammeren 2021). Addressing systemic inequality in the food system isn’t exactly a novel idea;
many food systems activists and scholars have identified the need for equity as part and parcel of
sustainability. However, what equity actually looks like in practice, and how it is achieved, is
less clear.
Advocacy groups like NYFC are right to centralize the issue of race and coloniality in
their policy work. And I agree wholeheartedly, as one Civil Eats headline recently stated, that
regenerative agriculture has a race problem (Wozniacka 2021). But I would argue, and what I
believe this research demonstrates, is that regenerative agriculture also has a class problem. As
I’ve used it throughout this research, class has a double meaning: first, as a way of identifying
beginning farmers’ relative access to inherited economic and/or symbolic capital, and second, in
the traditional Marxist definition, as a way of identifying the interests of the bourgeoisie and the
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movement of capital as a force which shapes all human and non-human social relationships. In
both definitions, class informs how access to the means of production are (unequally) distributed.
In the first case, farmers from families affluent enough to help them with start-up capital,
either through living or testamentary transfers, are privileged in accessing private property
markets; this trend is consistent across research from the housing sector as well. Inherited wealth
may also impact some first-generation farmers’ ability to manage liquidity during start-up or
allow them to forego saving for retirement. This dynamic has the effect of privatizing and
concentrating wealth within families, increasing inequality since “the very logic of asset inflation
means that it becomes harder and harder for people to buy into these logics” (Adkins et al. 2020).
Within such economic constraints, it is no surprise that all the first-generation farmers I spoke
with were white, since Black, Indigenous, and Latinx farmers are less likely to benefit from
intergenerational wealth. This research is somewhat limited in nature as an exploratory
investigation, but future qualitative work might build on these findings by narrowing in on
inheritance and family wealth during interviews.
In the second case, we see how macroeconomic trends drive private finance, including
impact investors or wealthy individuals, into farmland markets. As these interests gain more
leverage through the financialization of carbon markets, they may increasingly displace USDA
financing programs, becoming the undemocratic gate-keepers of farmland access. This transition
of power is bolstered by what some academics have seen as a capitalist regime change, in which
wealth is accumulated not from productive labor but from monopoly rents (Christophers 2020a,
2020b; Stiglitz 2015). This dynamic, which mimics feudal forms of accumulation (Brenner and
Riley, Dylan 2021), excluding first-generation farmers who lack the qualitative or quantitative
volume of symbolic capital required for entry.
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More research is needed to better understand the role of impact investors, their motives,
and their relationships to first-generation farmers. Future questions might ask if and how small
impact investing firms differ significantly from larger ones like TIAA whose farmland assets are
in the millions of acres. We might also seek to better understand how the interests of private
finance in sustainable agriculture could change when the economic winds inevitably shift. For
example, how might investor goals and attitudes change if the rate of appreciation on farmland
compared to other conservative investments, like Treasury bonds, becomes less favorable?
While many questions remain, this research has made several distinct contributions. For
one, it offers an alternative explanation for the quantitative increase in new farmers to the
countryside to show how inherited economic, social, or symbolic capital underwrites the success
of first-generation farmers. Second, this research provides a political economic analysis of the
beginning farmer movement, which stands out among popular narratives and some academic
research that prioritizes producer motives, entrepreneurship, and market-based solutions to
inequality in the food system. To the contrary, market-based solutions under current
macroeconomic conditions will only reify racialized class inequalities by concentrating property
wealth into the hands of a relatively privileged few, as has been similarly theorized in the context
of the housing sector. Presently, first-generation farmers who lack a critical volume of capital in
some combination of economic, cultural, social, or symbolic forms, are excluded from the
practice of farming.
This research also makes a theoretical contribution to the historical debates around the
agrarian question by demonstrating how first-generation farmers’ ability and willingness to selfexploit is actually a condition of their class status. New farmers are able to forego the returns
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from more lucrative career opportunities because of the financial support that they receive or
expect to receive from their families.
Following these findings, this research undermines a core component of most beginning
farmer policy initiatives that focuses primarily on land access. Such efforts, especially those
which aim to support beginning farmers of color, must also focus on provisioning start-up
capital, liquidity, and long-term livable incomes for farmers who do not have access to inherited
wealth. A myopic obsession with land access misses an important opportunity to call for a
restructuring of the food system in a way that would provide sustainable incomes not just for
first-generation farmers, but for all farmers. Policy reforms that target private property owners,
such as conservation easements and tax incentives, only serve to redistribute wealth upwards,
and should be reconsidered.
Lastly, this research places the beginning farmers movement in space and time, creating
opportunities for future research to consider the regionalization of small-scale organic
agriculture, and the extent to which the beginning farmers movement produces and is produced
by uneven geographic development, historically situated in the post-Great Recession asset
economy. I’ve argued that a shift towards rent-based accumulation schemes may bolster the
transition from formal to real subsumption of nature as investors increasingly see farmland as a
reservoir for surplus capital, providing a new direction from which to consider Kautsky’s
agrarian question. However, more research is needed in theorizing the presence of private
investment firms and their relationship to the beginning farmers movement.
If we are to learn anything from the work of Marx, Harvey, Christophers, Smith, and
other theorists, it’s that capital will invariably seek opportunities for accumulation in the wake of
its own disasters, including ecological disasters wrought by the biophysical contradictions of
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industrial agriculture. We must stay vigilant in regard to the intentions of private finance, and
hence the (im)possibilities presented for democratized land access across class, race, gender,
ethnicity, and geography, as the financialization of all metabolic processes accelerates.
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Framing, trim, drywall, painting, flooring, and timber framing.
Oechsner Farms, Newfield, NY
Farmer, March 2014 - Oct 2014
Equipment operation, repair, and maintenance to produce certified organic field crops.
Sweet Land Farm, Trumansburg, NY
Farmer, March 2013 - Nov 2013
Equipment operation and maintenance to produce vegetables. Hand weeding, irrigation,
greenhouse production, washing. CSA distribution.
Potenza Organics, Trumansburg, NY
Farmer, March 2013 - Nov 2013
Leased 24 acres for production of certified organic buckwheat under contract to a local
mill. Operation, repair, and maintenance of all equipment.
Cayuga Pure Organics, Brooktondale, NY
Farmer, July 2011 - March 2013
Managed 600-acre certified organic crop farm. Updated crop rotation plan that included
corn, dry beans, oats, winter grains, and red clover.
Snow Farm, Brooktondale, NY
Farmer, March 2011 - March 2013
Daily milking and chores, general herd health, field work.
Indian Creek Farm, Ithaca, NY
Farmer, April 2008 - November 2010
Orchard work, tree crop harvest.
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